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Dawning Realization 


Author's Notes: 
Set in the early 1990's. 


It was a fight. But he'd had plenty of those. He'd been fighting since junior high school and getting beaten long 
before that. He knew how to fight, he knew how to tense muscles so they could take a blow. But this fight 
wasn't fair, people were holding him down, tying his ankles and wrists to a bed. At some point he had squeezed 
his eyes shut, fearing things he could barely remember, he just knew he didn't like this feeling of being trapped 
and helpless. He twisted one way and then another but it was no use, the ties were strong, stronger than he 
was. He cried out, twisting his body, wanting to be let go. When he opened his eyes he didn't see a bunch of 
drunk thugs at some bar or some sicko sex addicts who had tied him to this bed. He saw concerned faces, 
people in hospital uniforms, and then he felt the cool swab of alcohol on his arm right before the pinch of the 


needle. 


When he woke up he wasn't tied up anymore, but he felt thick headed and groggy. The light had changed 
outside. When the fight had started it was dusk, now it was morning. A nurse, or a girl in scrubs anyway, 
came into his room with a tray of food. 


"Here, Bill," she said, and Axl frowned at the name. No one called him that anymore. But he thanked her and 
took the tray, sitting up to eat. He hadn't felt that hungry but his appetite awoke as he ate, and soon the tray 
of food was empty. Another girl came in wearing scrubs. This one had to be a nurse because she had a clear 


plastic cup of pills. 


| have your medicine, Bill," she said, handing him the pills and a cup of water with a bendy straw. Axl shook his 
head. He was obviously in a hospital. Why? Had he tried to overdose because Erin left him? No, that was a few 
years ago, that was before Stephanie, who had also left him. He wasn't supposed to be in the hospital, he was 
supposed to be on tour. It was a bastard of a tour and Slash knew he wasn't up for it but he pushed for the 
tour anyway. Axl narrowed his eyes. The world thought he was a dictator and called all the shots. What the 
world didn't know. Slash practically forced him to go on tour when he was trying to deal with all this childhood 
trauma and abuse shit. How could he perform for all these people when he was falling apart inside, his life 
more like a car wreck than a life? Maybe he'd collapsed on stage or something and had to be taken here and 
he'd freaked out, thinking he was in a fight and they gave him a shot to calm down. He could piece it all 
together, he just couldn't remember all the details. 


He took the medicine and wondered at the nurse's lack of reaction to him. For years now most people he came 
across outside of the band and the roadies and the rest of the entourage knew who he was, and a lot of them 
were overwhelmed to be in his presence. After all, he was W. Axl Rose, rock star extraordinaire. He had 
written the words to "Sweet Child O' Mine" and "Welcome to the Jungle" and "November Rain". This nurse was 
the right age to know who he was. It seemed to him that only the very young and very old didn't have a clue 
about it. 


He took the medicine and smiled at her, and she smiled back, a hurried, professional smile. When she left he 
looked around for a phone. He had a mobile phone, the thing was as big as a brick, but he didn't see it 
anywhere. There wasn't even a phone on the bedside table. That was weird. He'd been in hospitals before. He'd 
been hospitalized a couple times as a kid from fights, and in his early twenties for overdosing over Erin. Once 
on tour a few years ago for exhaustion. There was usually a phone in the room, and a T.V. There wasn't either 


here. He shook his head, his red hair stringy and dirty, the grease weighing it down 


He had to get to a phone, call his manager, see the doctor who could release him, see what the hell was going 
on with the tour and his absence. How long had he been here, how many dates were cancelled? People rioted if 


he didn't show up or left early. He didn't want that to happen again 


He stood up feeling slightly dizzy from all the meds. What were they? What did he need meds for? Were they 
valiums and percocets? He was wearing a pair of soft cotton hospital pants and one of those hospital gowns 
that flapped around him. He looked around for his clothes and didn't see them anywhere. The dizziness got 
better the longer he was standing and he went out of the room and into a hallway, looking for the nurses’ 
station 


It had been a while since he just went out alone into public or semi-public places. He had a bodyguard, a big 
black guy named Earl. It was dangerous. People were nuts. And he understood that what he did, being the 


singer of a rock band, it focused people's attention on him, it attracted them to him and they wanted things 
from him. They wanted him to say the things they couldn't say, to shout and scream the things they couldn't 
say because they'd get fired or kicked out of school or beaten by their folks or whatever it was, but they 
felt the same things, too. He knew that he was just a mouthpiece for it sometimes. He knew they twisted his 
songs to mean what they needed them to mean, and he was okay with that. It was just that sometimes people 
didn't understand all of that and when they saw him they wanted him, they wanted to touch him or hit him or 
something, they wanted to sink their claws into him to see that he was real. The music and the words and the 
screams were all that they needed, but some people didn't understand that, so he had the bodyguard. 


At the moment the bodyguard and the phone and everything else wasn't around so he was forced to go into 
this semi-public place and hope he didn't get assaulted. As he walked down the hall, eyes scanning the blank 

door rooms and little recesses with counters and refrigerators for the nurses’ station he saw other patients 
walking around, dressed very similarly to how he was dressed. They didn't look all that sick, but they did look 
mildly concussed. Axl shook his head, something occurring to him but he pushed it away. No. He was just in a 
hospital for exhaustion or dehydration or something because he ran around on stage for two or three hours 


every night like a nut. That was all it was. But he had to get back, Slash being a bastard or not. 


He found it, the wide desk with rurses' behind it, scribbling in charts, pecking away at computers. He 
approached the desk, feeling the cold linoleum floor beneath his bare feet. He wanted his clothes and he wanted 
to get out of here and get back to the tour that was sucking the life out of him. 


"Hi," he said in his deep voice. One of the nurses looked up and smiled at him, a friendly but hurried little smile. 
"Hi, Bill, what's up?" she said. 

There it was, that name again. Since 1986 his name was officially and legally W. Axl Rose, not William Rose or Bil 
Bailey, those were in the past. Why was everyone here calling him Bill? In court cases and contracts his name 


was Axl, and when he was admitted to the hospital he was admitted under that name. 


"Why are you calling me Bill?" he said, flipping his trademark red hair off his shoulders. She looked puzzled, but 
just slightly. She actually looked like she heard this, or variations of this, quite frequently. 


"Uh, it's your name?" she said. 

"It isn't. My name is Axl," he said, fingers gripping the edge of the desk. His childhood name wasn't even that 
common of knowledge. He'd mentioned it in a few interviews on MTV but that was it. To the world at large his 
name was Axl. 


"Axel?" she said. 


"Yeah, Axl Rose, Guns N' Roses, you know?" He hadn't really wanted to go there but he felt frustrated. What 
was this? He didn't like being called Bill, it reminded him of when he was Bill, and Bill didn't have an easy 


existence. 


"Okay, sorry, Axel," she said, and he saw in her eyes that she had no knowledge of Axl Rose or Guns N' Roses 
and that she was just humoring him at this point, trying not to make him upset. 


‘| need to get out of here, see a doctor who can let me go or something. And | need to use a phone," 


She had gone back to scribbling in charts but she looked up at him again, a tempered relief on her features. 
She could handle his requests. 


"Yeah, the doctor will be in soon to see you, and there's a phone around the corner there that you can use," 


she said, going back to her work, but then as an afterthought she added, "Axel," 


He found the phone and also a line to use it. He sighed. For the past years of his rock star existence he hadn't 
had to wait in lines like some normal mortal. People did this kind of shit for him. Where was everyone? Where 


was the band, where was the crew, where was Earl? He shook his head, his red hair shaking around him. 


No one noticed him. Not any of these patients in line for the phone, not any of the hospital workers who 
rushed past him, not any visitors in their street clothes. He was getting a weird feeling, like something was off 
and he didn't know what it was. He tried to shake it off. Maybe it was just the aftereffects of whatever drugs 
they shot into him. 


When it was finally his turn to use the phone he was kind of at a loss as of who to call. He figured he'd call 
the manager, he should know what was up. He was a better bet then Slash, who was probably drunk or strung 
out. Duff was definitely drunk. Axl had noticed his moon face, how swollen he was because certain organs had 
to be shutting down. When he looked at Duff he knew he was going to die if he didn't stop, but he also knew at 
this point that he couldn't make anybody stop anything. He'd just have to see this dying tour to its bitter end 
and hope the rest of the band made it to the end alive. 


He dialed the numbers he knew by heart and the phone squawked like he'd dialed a fax machine and then a 
computer voice told him that the number he dialed was not a working number. Axl stared at the phone in his 
hand, feeling more fear than confusion. What was going on? He dialed Slash and got the same message, and 


then he dialed Duff. Nothing. These numbers didn't work. Was he dialing the wrong numbers? Did he fall off the 


stage and get a concussion or something? Did he get in a fight and get a concussion? 


He dialed his old phone number, his parents phone number just because he wanted to see if he knew any 
numbers. This number had been burned in his brain since childhood and if it was wrong what would that tell 
him? 


"Hello?" It was his mother's tired and hopeless voice, and he felt dragged back to his childhood, feeling the 
sharp whack in the head for nothing. 


"Yeah, hi, mom? It's me.." He wasn't sure which name to use. No one here knew the name Axl, what if his 


mother didn't, either? 


"Bill?" she sounded slightly more awake and he cringed at the name. He'd told her, he'd told all of them to call 


him Axl. Bill was gone. 


"Are you still in the hospital?" she said, and he wondered how she knew. It must have been in the papers or on 


the news. 
"Yeah," he said, starting to feel like he was in the twilight zone. 


"We'll come visit you today,” she said, and he blinked. What did she mean? He wasn't anywhere near Indiana. 
They were in LA. They were doing a few sunset strip shows before going to Japan Was she going to fly all the 


way out here? 


"What do you mean, mom? How can you get here so soon?" he said, fiddling with the edge of his worn out 


hospital gown. He didn't like how he felt like a child talking to her. 

"lts just a few blocks over, Bill. Your father can drive me," 

‘My..my father? He's coming, too?" Axl said, feeling numb. What the fuck? 
‘I'm sure he'll want to see you, too. Don't worry, we'll be there soon," 


Axl hung up and went back to his room, waiting for the doctor to come in and spring him before his dad 
showed up. What the fuck? He hadn't talked to him since the infamous Rolling Stone article came out where he 
accused everybody of everything, but it was the truth. His reverend father hadn't liked it too much. It wasn't 
very Christian to beat all your kids and molest one of them. Screw him. He'd accused his biological father of 
things that were just as bad, maybe worse. 


Was he in LA. or Indiana? Why was everyone calling him Bill and not Axl? Why weren't any of the numbers 
working? Why wasn't anyone hounding him for an autograph? Why wasn't Earl parked outside his door, meaty 


forearms crossed? What was going on? 


Two 


Axl was sitting patiently in his room, waiting for the doctor. He was half fearing the arrival of his parents. He 
shouldn't have called his mother. He wasn't thinking about the phone numbers that hadn't worked. He'd put that 
right out of his mind. 


The doctor arrived, dressed in regular clothes, a suit and a tie, not the long white coat he had expected. He 


blinked but thought nothing of it. What did it matter what they wore? 
"Hello, Bill," he said, and Axl sighed. Bill. Again 


"Hi, listen, | need to get discharged. I've got to go. I'm better now, if it was exhaustion or dehydration or 
whatever, I'm fine. I've got to get back to the tour," 


The doctor was sitting in a chair across from him, a thick chart open in his lap. He raised an eyebrow. 
"Bill, we're going to do something called reality testing. Where are you right now?" 


Axl sighed again, trying not to think that "reality testing" wasn't a part of a regular medical admission. Or 
maybe it was. He didn't know. He just wanted to leave. 


"LA" he said, because he didn't know the name of the hospital. There were some gaps in his memory, but this 


doctor didn't have to know that: 
"What year is it?" 

1993," 

"What's your name?" 


"W. Axl Rose," he looked defiantly at the doctor who had called him Bill like everyone else had today. He wasn't 
Bill. He had gotten rid of Bill and all his weaknesses, all the abuse he had to take. 


"Bill.Axel..we're in Indiana, not L.A." 
Axl looked out the window. It didn't look like LA. It looked like Indiana. It couldn't be. Why was he in Indiana? 
"Okay, whatever, but | need to get out of here, | have to get back to the tour," 


"What tour?" The doctor was looking at him patiently, as patiently as he had waited for him to come in and 
discharge him. 


Axl sighed again. What the fuck? 
"My band's tour, the headlining tour that we're doing for the new albums, "Lose Your Illusion’ | and 2," 


The doctor leaned back in his chair and flipped through the chart, scanning quickly, than he found what he was 
looking for. 


"Have you ever heard of a firm, fixed delusion?" he said, smiling pleasantly. Axl scowled and shook his head. 


"IFs is an idea that is false but that is believed to be true by the patient, and it can vary but the basics of it 
don't change, and it can go on for years, decades even. Bill, this isn't your first admission here. This delusion 
has been ongoing. You say that you are the lead singer of a rock band called.." here the doctor scanned and 
flipped some pages, "Guns and Roses. You say that you changed your name at some point from William Bailey 
to W. Axl Rose. You say that this group has sold millions of albums, the first one was called," more flipping, 
"Appetite for Destruction," 


“That's true," he said, feeling cold deep inside his stomach. 


Its true that you are the lead singer for a best selling rock group, that you perform all over the world, that 


you're a millionaire?" 


Axl closed his eyes, picturing his mansion in the Hollywood Hills. He pictured his state of the art sports car and 
stereo, he pictured the works of art that he purchased at auctions for more money than most people made in 


a year. He could see how they hung on the walls that curved around the stairs. 
The doctor was going on, and Axl opened his eyes. 


"Furthermore you say that your father isn't your real, biological father. You say that you had a biological 
father named William Rose who kidnapped you and raped you when you were two, and you say that you stated 
this in a recent article in "Rolling Stone" magazine," 


"Yeah," Axl said, but the word sounded a little hollow. 


"Bill, you've said that you have dated supermodels, specifically one named Stephanie Seymour. She's a Victoria 
Secret model who has been in "Playboy Magazine" recently. You claim to have had a relationship with this 


woman," 


"| did," he said, picturing her angular face and wide set blue eyes in his mind. She had bewitched him. Her and 
Dylan both. He felt physical pain thinking about Dylan and how she had cut him out from his life. She was a 
bitch. 


"Bill, these things aren't real just because you believe them. They're real to you, but in the reality of the 


world, those things have never happened," 


Axl stared at him, wondering if maybe he was dreaming. Just a stupid dream, a nightmare like when he was 
little and he'd awake screaming, falling from the top bunk of the bunk bed, his brother startled awake by the 
thud of his body falling to the floor and his hysterical crying. Sometimes he'd even bite through his lower lip, 
his chin dripping with blood as he clawed to get away from strong arms that held him down, that wanted to 
invade him in places he couldn't even name, but it would just be his brother trying to hug and comfort him. 


"Oh, yeah? So what's real? Tell me the reality of my life," he said. 


"You're name is William Bailey, people call you Bill. You live in Indiana and have lived in Indiana your whole life. 
You were diagnosed with a mental illness at 22 years old, this is when you first started saying you had moved 
to LA. and were changing your name. Your delusion has changed, keeping a sustained narrative over the years. 
It's interesting. You aren't a singer with a band called Guns and Roses. You don't live in LA. You live with your 


parents in Lafayette,’ 


Axl swallowed hard, feeling things wobble for a minute. Could the doctor be telling the truth? Was he mentally 
ill? Had he imagined all of it? Even the abuse? 


"So | wasn't abused as a kid?" he said. The doctor pressed his lips together and leaned toward him slightly. 


"You were. That's true, to an extent. Your parents beat you and your father sexually abused you. You 
apparently made up a different "biological" father to take on this burden, although you still claim to have been 


beaten by your "step-father 
"And | still live with them right now?" he said, tapping his fingers on the edge of his chair. 
"You don't always live with them. Sometimes you live in group homes for the mentally ill," 


Axl stared at him, believing both things at once. It was like when the frame is changing in a movie and for a 
second you can see both images. He was Axl Rose, he was the singer/songwriter of one of the most 
successful bands in the industry right now. His videos were played on MTV non-stop. Magazines called for 
interviews, the press hounded him, fans hounded him, he couldn't go anywhere without bodyguards. He rode in 
limousines. He ate caviar. He lived in a mansion. At the same time he was Bill Bailey, a mentally ill young man 
who could be violent, who couldn't work due to his disordered thinking. He collected disability and food stamps 
from the state of Indiana. 


"So you're not discharging me?" he said, his voice getting smaller. 


"Bill, you're not stable enough for discharge yet. We had to give you an IM shot yesterday. You need a few 


more days, maybe a week. Let me adjust your medications, get these delusions under control. Okay?" 


Axl didn't respond. Stay a few more days? Maybe a week? He wasn't crazy, he didn't make up his entire life 


from his teenage years on. How could he have done that? He could close his eyes and see all the bus rides and 


hitch hiking he did to get out to LA. in the early 80's. He could see the squalor he used to live in, the tiny 
apartments filled with empty beer and whiskey bottles and pizza boxes with the lyrics to songs scribbled on 
them. He could see all the stages he's performed on, the way he would arc his back and let out that scream. 


Three 


He opened his eyes, feeling the soft breeze coming in the window. A long white curtain moved with the breeze, 
and he saw his large bedroom with the white walls, the huge wooden crucifix he'd picked up in South America 
hanging on the wall. The bed was king size, covered in white Egyptian cotton sheets with a ridiculous thread 
count. He smoothed the sheets with the palms of his hands, feeling the soft clean cotton under his skin. His 


room. His mansion in LA. 


"Axl! Mr. Axl, are you awake?" The gentle knock at his door, and the words so slightly twisted in her Brazilian 
accent. Beta. Was this real? It felt real. 


"Yeah, I'm awake," he said, his voice deep and scratched, not wearing well with all the touring, all the screaming, 
all the high notes in his demon voice. A lot of the songs had that demon voice. 


He went downstairs and found Beta setting out coffee and fresh baked blueberry muffins on the patio by the 
pool. He blinked at the little blue sparkle/ripples on the surface of the pool. His pool, his patio, his mansion, but 
still, he couldn't seem to shake off that dream. It felt so real. 


"Good morning," Beta said, sitting down to have coffee with him. She smiled at him, her head tilted to one side. 
He smiled back, thinking how much she felt like a mother to him, more than his own mother. He never got that 
sense of caring and being protected by his own mother. 


"What's wrong?" she said, sipping her coffee, her dark eyes gently lighting on him over the rim of the cup. She 


always knew when something was off, or wrong, or if he needed comfort or to be left alone. He felt lucky to 


have found her, and it was thanks to Stephanie, that bitch. At least she'd left him with something. 
‘It was this dream..it seemed so real," he said, shaking his head, his red hair catching the sun like fire. 


"What was it?" she said, her voice soft and gentle. Sometimes he could almost cry just hearing her voice and 


the caring that was in it. How he had yearned for that when he was younger and never got it. 


"I was in this hospital, in Indiana, and it was this psych ward..and none of this was real, Guns N' Roses didn't 


exist, | wasn't even Axl Rose..." 
"Who were you?" she said, her attention fully on him. He saw the way the sun glinted off her rings. 


"| was Bill Bailey, like | used to be when | lived there..and, | don't know. It felt so real, like I'd imagined all of this, 
all of my life since | was a teenager, but it was more than imagined, the doctor in the dream called it a “firm 
fixed delusion’ and that phrase scared me," he shuddered. Beta put down her coffee cup and reached across 


the table to squeeze his hand. 


"You are Axl Rose, and Guns N' Roses has a big show tonight," she said. 


"You're on time, motherfucker?" Slash said, glancing up and then away. Axl narrowed his eyes at him, trying to 
ignore the dig, the insult. That's all it was with this guy anymore, and he knew he didn't mean to be late. It just 
happened. And he knew he was dealing with a lot of shit on top of touring like some madman across the world 


for months on end. He could never give him a break. 


He saw the dull relief on Duff's face as he paused with his red solo cup halfway to his lips. Duff was almost 
unrecognizable, he was so puffy, white, bloated. Alcohol. Coke. Axl narrowed his eyes at him, wondering if he'd 


make it. 


"Yeah," he said, and he thought of his dream. He thought of trying to call Duff and Slash and getting that 


robot voice that told him he wasn't calling a working number. 


He could hear the crowd and he heard the announcement that they were one of the bands that existed in the 


world, a sarcastic play on the way Kiss opened their shows. 


"Let's go," he said, feeling the adrenaline and the fear reaching that level in his bloodstream that meant it was 
go time, and he strode out onto the stage. 


His voice had been better but he'd had no time to rest it. Still, it was raspy and kind of cool, and he hit most 
of the notes that seemed so much easier back when they recorded "Appetite" and nothing could stop him. 


He was dripping with sweat, his hair soaked with it, as they tore into their classic encore song, "Paradise City" 
and he ran down the length of the stage, his chest heaving, his legs aching with the exertion, but he barely 
felt it now. They were on. Despite the fact that Slash was a callous asshole and Duff was a bloated alcoholic 
and the replacements for Izzy and even Steven never really had the same rhythm as the original members, 
they were still on, the new guys taking their cue from him and Slash and Duff, and some of the old magic was 


recreated. 


The song crescendo-ed like crazy and they all rode the wave of it, and the audience was on its feet and 
bouncing up and down, and he only had time to hope that none of them got hurt like at Donnington as he 
screamed the ending of the song, his voice raw, his vocal chords almost bleeding, but that sound came out of 


him like a banshee, his red hair whipping around his head completing the effect. 
It was done. The encore was done, and he wrapped one arm around Duff and the other around Slash as they 
took their bow. Then the lights cut out, leaving them in complete darkness, but he could feel the boards of the 


stage beneath his sneakers, and he could hear the audience breathing. 


"Bill," He frowned at that name, at the calm voice that spoke it. No one was calm in this place. They'd rocked 


the shit out of that audience. If Slash or Duff were to speak their voices would be ragged and out of breath, 
too, and they wouldn't call him Bill. He wasn't Bill to them, just like Slash wasn't Saul and Duff wasn't Michael. So 
what the fuck? 


"Bill, wake up. Your parents are here," 


four 


He opened his eyes. He was in bed, the narrow hospital bed with the rough sheets, and the light was dim 
outside the window but it was still Indiana out there, flat, dry, unendurable Indiana. He groaned. Was this real? 
Or was he dreaming? He didn't know, but he did know he was getting a headache. 


"Bill?" The nurse stood by his bed, and beyond her, in the doorway, were his parents. His mother wore a long, 
faded dress, and his father was in a shabby suit, fraying at key seams. He could still hear the roar of the 
crowd in his ears, the echoes of "Paradise City" still in his head. What the fuck? 


"Yeah," he said, sitting up, throwing the covers back. He felt stupid and exposed in the hospital pants and gown. 
He felt the grease in his hair, the start of the red beard stubble on his cheeks. His parents were looking at 
him with veiled sadness. So this was how it was? He was a crazy nutcase thinking he was famous? He drifted 


from their house to group homes and back to the hospital? 


He stood up, fighting the slight dizziness, and made his way over to the chair next to his bed. His parents sat 


down across from him. The nurse smiled slightly and left the room. 


"How are you?" his mother said, her eyes lined and tired looking. At least she looked the way he remembered 


her looking. They both did. 


"Fine," he said, remembering that in his other life, his imagined life as Axl Rose, he never lied. He wasn't fine. He 
half thought he was dreaming and he half thought he was fucking crazy if the things he believed, the things 


he knew to be true, weren't reall. 


He glanced at them from the corners of his eyes. They both looked miserable, but they were both trying to 
hide it. What do you do? He was 3I and a mess, a mentally ill mess. His father looked down, tracing the patterns 
on the floor with his eyes. Maybe he blamed himself for it because of the abuse, who knew? Maybe there 


were No reasons, no causes, maybe it just was. 


"Uh, how are you guys?" he said, and he saw dull surprise on his mother's face and an odd mixture of sadness 
and hope in his father's eyes. Maybe in all his days of being crazy since he was a teenager he never asked 
them how they were. He rubbed his temples, feeling the dull ache behind his eyes. He couldn't remember any 
of this life, if it was real. He remembered hitching rides to California, he remembered sleeping in squalid little 
rehearsal studios with the four of them, Duff, Slash, Izzy, and Steven. He remembered making videos, writing 
scripts for videos, writing lyrics for songs, fiddling with the opening piano notes of "November Rain" since the 
early 80's, he remembered winning awards on MTV, signing autographs, starting riots, fighting with his 
neighbor, fighting with Erin, fighting with Stephanie, longing for Dylan, holding him slung against his hip like he 


was his real father. He couldn't remember any of this. 


"We're good," his father said, and Axl tugged on the ragged ends of his hair and bit the inside of his cheek. He 
was trapped here, he could see the faded road and the bland little shit box houses outside. They were lying, 


this was all lies. He wasn't good, they weren't good, this sucked. You beat me, you beat me all the time! He 
screamed this in his head at his father, you raped me, or someone did, and he could curl up and feel the pain 
from that still. But he'd done nothing, if this life was true. He had created nothing. He gazed off toward the 
window and then jerked his head back to face his parents. He sucked in his breath. They had to leave. He 
couldn't take this. He had to figure shit out. He couldn't take their sympathetic eyes, their pitying eyes. In his 


real life no one pitied him. This wasn't his real life. This was a nightmare. 


"Listen, thanks for coming to see me, | mean it. Thanks. Thanks for everything, letting me live with you and all.. 
but, ah, l'm kinda tired..'m on these new meds and they're kind of knocking me out, so maybe you should go. 
l'm just gonna rest today, l'm sure I'll feel better tomorrow," he said, and now the looks on their faces were 


unhidden surprise. 


"Uh, okay, we'll see you soon," his mom said, standing up and coming over to him, kissing him on the forehead 
like he remembered her doing when he was little. His father came over and patted him awkwardly on the 
shoulder. 


He heard them talking as they left the room and headed down the hallway, ‘maybe these new meds are 
working,’ his mom said, and his dad answered, ‘yeah, | haven't seen him so responsive and, and considerate in a 
long time,’ 


He shuddered once they were gone. Fuck What was this? What happened to the life he thought he knew? 
"Bill," the nurse came in, a cupful of pills in her hand 


"You missed your afternoon meds, you were sleeping,” she said, handing him the cup and a glass of water with 
a bendy straw. He eyed the meds with suspicion Did missing them cause him to think he was in LA. and doing 
a concert? What if he refused to take them? But he could figure that out pretty easily. They'd keep him here 
and they might inject the meds into him, holding him down again, tying him to the bed. He shook the cup of 
pills. There were big horse pills that were white and shaped like bullets, there were bicolored plastic pills filled 
with tiny beads, there were small ones that were baby aspirin orange and pink. He didn't know if they would 
help him or hurt him, but he supposed he didn't have a choice. He poured them all into his mouth and 


swallowed them down all at once. 


Five 


He sat in the activity room watching MTV, trying to believe that none of it had been true. There was Kurt 
Loder who had interviewed him many times. There had been that time in his trailer in Wisconsin and there was 
that time in his expansive yard behind his new mansion. He swallowed hard, looking around at the puffy, blank 
faces of the other patients and he knew now that they were all mentally ill. There were several of them who 
talked to themselves, and some of them held one side of very animated conversations. Had that been him? 
When he believed that he was sitting for interviews with T.V. personalities, had it all been in his head? Was he 
essentially talking to himself? 


He looked around at the white walls, at the T.V. bolted to the wall, at the cafeteria style table, at the stack of 
ragged magazines, some from months ago, some from years ago. He saw the worn linoleum, the faded curtains, 
the chairs that reclined, that were covered in a tough kind of plastic. He closed his eyes and swallowed hard. 


Fuck. 


"Axl," Someone said his name, his real name, not Bill. He wasn't Bill. He looked around at the other patients in the 
activity room. None of them said it. It had been faint, just at the edge of his hearing. Maybe he had imagined 
it or it was a hallucination. He knew all abut hallucinations now, the doctors and nurses were always asking him 


if he was hearing voices that weren't there, seeing things or people who weren't there. 


"Axl," It sounded like Beta, her sweet voice, the accent that twisted her words slightly , like a flag in the gentle 
breeze. Beta wasn't here. Or maybe he wasn't here. He blinked and looked around the room again at the dull 
faces, at the bloat, at the gray colors, everything washed out and faded. Outside the door, in the hall, he 
thought he saw Beta walk by, her shiny black hair framing her kind and gentle face. She was like a mother to 
him, more than his own mother who was never there when he needed her, who let him get beat and raped, 
who let him feel that fear, who made him feel alone. Beta would never do that to him. She instinctively knew 


what he needed, like a real mother would, not some teenage girl who was scared out of her mind. 


"Dinner," a nurse's assistant announced as she pushed a cart full of trays into the room. Axl watched it, 
feeling his eyelids getting heavy. These meds. He wasn't lying to his parents when he told them they were 
knocking him out. He wanted to go to sleep but he was a little hungry. He could smell the overcooked and 


steamed food that was under the trays. 


"Here you go," the nurse's assistant, a chubby girl with yellow blond hair tied into a thick ponytail, said this as 
she set the tray down in front of him. 


"Thank you," he said, his deep voice scratchy with disuse. The food looked unappetizing. There was the perfect 
half circle of mashed potatoes, perfect brown squares of meat in a thin gravy, a limp clump of green beans. 
He closed his eyes and thought about the food he used to eat in his real life, sushi that was the vibrant and 
deep colors of the raw fish, fried chicken, sirloin that was red in the center, perfectly seasoned. Caviar, deep 


black scoops of caviar spread over crackers. He took a bite of this meal, tasteless and bland. 


He fought off the tiredness, walking to the window and back to his bed in his room, feeling the cool floor 
beneath his bare feet. He stood at the window and watched the sky fade over the Indiana flatness. This was 
Indiana, He could feel the miles of flat land all around him, engulfing him, trying to take him back to his 
childhood and the worst years, the years he would cringe and hide from his father but it never worked, and 
he'd be roughly thrown to the floor, kicked in the ribs, kicked in the stomach. He'd curl up, no breath to cry or 
scream. He didn't want to be here, he didn't want to take those meds that made him feel groggy and 
disconnected. He couldn't think with those meds coursing through his bloodstream. 


‘| have your medication," the nurse said, gliding into his room on her white little shoes. Axl sat on his bed and 
smiled at her. He wouldn't do anything to cause trouble, not after that day they tied him to a bed and shot 
him up with their drugs. 


"Thank you," he said, taking the cup full of colorful little circles and ovals and oblongs and pouring them into his 
mouth. He tucked them into his cheek before he took a swallow of the water she held out to him. He 

remembered the scene in the "November Rain’ video where he took the pills, his head jerking back violently as 
he swallowed them. Maybe that never happened. The nurse looked away for a moment, took a step toward the 
window and peered out, and he coughed and spit the pills into his hand and then slipped them into his pocket in 


one smooth motion. 


"Have you ever heard a song called "November Rain'?" he said to her, almost afraid to hear her answer. She 


looked at him with slight interest and thought about it. 


"November Rain? No, | don't think so. Is it good?" she said, and he felt a funny feeling inside his chest. No 
"November Rain". No "Welcome to the Jungle". No "Sweet Child 0' Mine". Maybe none of it was real 


"Yeah, | heard that it was," he said, and he felt the tears rising up. None of it was real. He was so screwed. 


Six 


"Axl, hey!" The deep voice that said his name with some alarm was Earl, his bodyguard. But he was afraid to 
open his eyes, afraid the hospital would be there with its dingy gray walls and faded Indiana out the windows. 


"Axl!" A slight shake to his shoulder and he had to respond, so he opened his eyes and saw what appeared to 
be a hotel lobby. He could see the reflections in the deep shine of the marble floor, and he felt the brittle cool 


air-conditioned air. 


"Earl?" he said, blinking, hoping he wasn't dreaming, and that the nightmare of that psych ward would finally 


fade from his mind. 


"Hey, man, what's the matter?" Earl said, and Axl saw that he was leaning against a smooth white wall. He saw 
hotel art, but it seemed less Western somehow, clean black lines and rectangles, not the pastel seascapes you 
would see in California The person at the counter behind him was an Asian woman, her smooth black hair 
framing her face, and while that didn't point to what country he might be in, the fact that she was speaking 


rapid Japanese did. He was in Japan. 


"| don't know.,just tired, | guess. | need a coffee," he said, and Earl nodded, leading him to the hotel restaurant, 


where Japanese patrons sipped tea 


"They have coffee here?" Axl said, looking at the menu that was written in the beautiful but unintelligible black 
characters of Japanese, and Earl laughed, his hearty, deep laugh. 


"| don't know," he said. 


He was in his hotel room, well stocked with mineral waters and various vitamins and herbs that the more New 
Age minded in his entourage had suggested he avail himself of, and he was stretched out on his bed, trying to 
relax before the show. It wasn't exactly relaxing. He was trying to reach the mindset he needed to perform 
the show to the level that the audience, and himself, expected. The level that was needed and demanded. He 
closed his eyes, feeling the tenseness in his body, in every muscle, and he wondered sometimes if that 
tenseness wasn't caught up with all the abuse he went through as a kid, and he wondered if he had been 
wrong thinking it would all go away when he left. It was still there in every cell. Every cell of his body 


remembered. 


He remembered getting here, taking the private jet, Beta waving at the terminal, clutching the list he had given 
her of things to do, little things that needed attention in his mansion, a leaky faucet in one of the downstairs 
bathrooms, a loose hinge on the pool gate. He remembered trying to ignore Slash and his drunk laughter, and 
trying to ignore Duff with his incoherent speech and bloated face, and trying to ignore Gilby because he wasn't 
Izzy. 


But he also remembered something else, the hospital with the bland food and nurses and doctors who called 
him Bill, and his mother's drawn and lined face and his father's receding sandy colored hair and worn suit. He 
remembered the few trees and the brown Indiana grass outside the window. So which one was real now? The 


two realities seemed to be poised, a seesaw at horizon level. Which way would it tip? 


He opened his eyes and saw the fading light in the luxury hotel, and at the edge of the bed he saw his feet in 
the white high top sneakers that said "AXL" and he tried to breathe, tried to believe the hospital was a dream, 


just a symptom of his wrecked childhood, just another nightmare like he used to have when he was little. 


He wouldn't be late for the show tonight, he could feel it. The Japanese fans were so different from the 
American fans, the ones who stood there with their arms crossed over their chests and challenged him to 
show them something. In Japan they squeezed their eyes shut in ecstasy and sang the words to the songs in 
loud, strong voices, the accents heavy, making the words he wrote nearly unintelligible, but he knew, he knew. 


He'd be on time for them, their energy gave him energy. 


He could hear the screams in the audience already as he looked at the gently shocked faces of his band mates 
because he was on time. He watched as they paused with red solo cups halfway to their mouths, and he 
closed his eyes for a second, and in that dark pause he heard soft female voices cajoling unseen others to take 
medication, and he heard the wheels of a cart on worn linoleum, and he felt a shard of fear sinking through 


the meat of his mind, and he opened his eyes quick and still saw his band mates staring back at him. 


"Yeah, I'm on time, fuckers," he said, making minute adjustments to his bandana and the kilt he wore, and 
somewhere beyond the back stage crew and the sound of the audience he heard an intercom announcing that 


visiting hours for the hospital had ended, and he frowned. 


"Did hell freeze over?" Slash said, his lopsided smile infuriating him. In the press everyone adored Slash with his 
lazy surf talk and childlike nature, and in the press everyone hated him because he called out critics and he 
spoke his mind and he wasn't eager to please anyone with lies like Slash was, the two faced- “Bill, c'mon, what's 


the-" two-faced bastard and "-think you might need-" so fuck him, fuck them, he just-" take this pill, | think 


you-" 


The crowd was chanting "Guns N' Roses" in their clipped Japanese, and Slash was smiling up at him, trying to 
get a rise out of him, and it didn't take much, not anymore, not with the years of his lies and his drug use 
and drinking, dancing with Mr. Brownstone, the fucker-"Bill, listen, | think you need-" why couldn't he just be 
what this band needed him to be? He turned away from them, from Slash and his lies and Duff and his 
alcoholic bloat and the other two, Gilby and Matt, lost and hanging on, knowing he could fire them any minute, 
he turned away and closed his eyes and opened them to a dark hospital hallway and a gentle female hand on 
his arm. He was no longer dressed in a kilt and a bandana and wearing his white high top "AXL" sneakers. He 
wore a faded hospital gown, faded hospital pants that dragged over his bare feet, and he stared down the 
hallway, one hand clutching the edge of the doorway to his room, and a dark haired nurse with dark eyes and a 


flat mid-west twang softy pleaded with him to take the pill in her hand, the water in a plastic cup in her other 
hand, and he swallowed hard and closed his eyes, hoping the hospital hallway and the nurse and the pill in her 
hand were a flashback, or an intense memory of a dream, because he was fucked up because he was beaten 


and raped as a child and it didn't go away, not just because he was the biggest rock star on the fucking planet. 


Seven 


"Take this," the girl said, a nurse, he knew. He was still in the hospital, there was no Earl and no Slash and no 
Duff, no concert, no Guns N' Roses. He saw the little white pill in the little plastic cup. That was all that was 


real. 
"What..what time is it?" he said, his voice deep, scratched. 


"Two in the morning," she said, and her eyes were tired, he saw the dark blood pooled beneath them. He saw 
the deep shine of her dark hair. His hair, what he could see of it hanging over his shoulders, was dirty, greasy, 
a dull red. 


"Why are you giving this to me?" he said, leaning against the wall, looking into the dim hallway. 


"Bill, you're anxious, | think it could help you," she said, her tone cautious. Beneath the tiredness in her eyes 


and the grim professionalism he saw a type of fear, or maybe a wariness. 


"What is it?" he said, taking it from the plastic cup and putting it in the palm of his hand. He planned to take it, 
whatever it was. He was beaten. He felt the wall with the palm of his hand. He was beaten if this was all there 


was. 
"Ativan. It's for anxiety and it can help with sleep..! think it will help," 

He put the pill on his tongue and took the cup of water she handed to him and swallowed it down. He couldn't 
even feel it, but he would Drugged. In the imagined life of LA. gutters and Beverly Hills mansions he had given 
up the drugs fairly quickly and except for pot, left them alone. 


"What was | doing? Why did you come in here?" he said, trying to sound curious and not accusatory. 


"Uh," she said, and he saw her debating what to tell him. He saw her trying to not set him off. But he had no 
edge, no fight, and he was talking to her and looking at her like a perfectly normal person despite the fact that 


he was trapped here and crazy. 
"You were talking to people who weren't here," she said 

"Who? What did | say?" he said 

"| thought | heard you talk to someone named Earl..and uh, Slash?" The way she said Slash, with no knowledge 
of one of the most well known lead guitarists of the past several years, he felt this funny, almost near tears 


feeling. Shit. Shit. 


"Oh," he said, and he turned from her and went to the bed in his hospital room and lied down, waiting for the 


pill to kick in. 


He opened his eyes, wondering for a minute where he might be, some luxury hotel bed piled high with pillows, 
or the narrow hospital bed with the rough sheets and thread worn blankets that have been washed over and 
over for decades. The bland walls of the hospital confronted him, the sounds of nurses and doctors and 
patients faintly outside his door confronted him. 


He had decided to be good, to take the meds and go to groups and say he knew it was false, the fame, the 
fortune, the adoration, the music. Most of all the music. It had been confabulated out of his love and 
admiration for Elton John and Queen and Aerosmith and all the hard rock of the late 10's. Maybe he couldn't 
even sing, had he imagined singing in the choir at school and church when he was a kid? What the fuck was 


real? 


He took the meds, ate the meals, went to groups, was quiet, he was good. The goal was to get out. 


Real clothes. Jeans and a T-shirt, sneakers. The clothes weren't that different from what he wore in his real 
life, his imagined life, his Axl Rose life. He'd been a grubby street rocker for years, and wealth hadn't really 
been able to clean that up. He was waiting for his parents to come and pick him up, like a child. He was 31 
years old and needed them to take care of him like a child. He ran his hand through his freshly washed hair, 
and it shone dully under the bright hospital lights. 


The wait seemed interminable. Time went slow here, and since he'd started taking the meds consistently there 
were no more glimpses of his rock star life. It hadn't happened. He was psychotic and delusional. He had a firm, 


fixed delusion. 


He sat with his paper bag full of things by the nurses’ station and waited for them. The clock ticked off the 


seconds, chopping up time with the red second hand, and he could feel its movement in his chest. 


They had to be buzzed in because this was a locked unit, and he couldn't leave until they came and took him 
away like a school kid. It was fine. It didn't matter. He sat and patiently waited, holding the paper bag of his 
belongings on his lap and in his arms like a baby. 


They looked just the same when they walked onto the unit, their shabby clothes, their thinning hair, their lined 
faces. There was no other father, no William Bruce Rose Sr. His stepfather was in fact his father. He listened 
to the nurse telling them about the meds he was supposed to take and when, and what to do if he started 
slipping into psychosis again. His father looked grim and his mother looked weary, but they both smiled at him, 
and as they walked out of the unit to the hallways that would lead out of this place, he heard them whisper 
to each other that the meds must be different and really working this time, because he had taken a shower 


and had looked in their eyes and spoke to them almost like normal. 


Eight 


It was a short drive from the hospital to his parents’ house. It was the same house he grew up in, the ranch 
with the small windows and the cement walkway that ended a few feet from the road, looking like someone cut 
it clean with a knife. He felt this sinking in the pit of his stomach as the car pulled into the driveway, up that 
slight incline he remembered so well, but in his mind he hadn't been here for years, the last time was when 
they toured Indiana in ‘4. But it wasn't true. There was no touring. There had been none of the club shows 
with the sticky floors and the strippers up on stage with them, gyrating against them, smiling up at him with 
their crossed eyes. There had been none of the tours where they opened for Aerosmith and The Rolling 
Stones. There had been none of the stadium tours where they headlined and the crowds came pouring in None 
of it was real. He bit his bottom lip almost hard enough to draw blood, and then his mother announced that 


they were home. 


"We're here," she said, opening her door. His father put the car in park and turned off the heat and the radio 
and then turned the key. Axl sighed, a deep sigh from the center of his chest, and then he opened the door 
and stepped out. 


Walking to the house behind his parents felt like he was walking to a guillotine. Getting his head chopped off 
with a huge razor blade would be kinder. He squeezed his eyes shut, feeling the light blue of the sky against 
his closed eyelids, mixed in with the blood vessels. 


It was the same, the furniture, the rug, the angle of the TV. Nothing had changed. How could he remember 
some things and not others? Against the wall he saw the piano, the old out of tune upright that smelled like 
the incense from the Catholic church they got it from years and years ago, that smell never went away. It 
must have seeped into the wood. The first feeling that wasn't oppressive came to him as he stared at the 
piano. He felt a lump forming in his throat. He had played the piano as a kid. He hadn't imagined that. Had he? 
He sang in his Axl Rose life, but the piano was his instrument and how he created things, it was his lifeline. 
Those notes and those songs and those words were his way out of his suicidal spiral following his break-up 
with Erin and Stephanie. It was the only thing that saved him. He took a few timid steps toward the piano and 
touched it, feeling the power coiled up inside it. 


"Mom?" he said, standing by the piano, still bundled up in his jacket and clutching the paper bag of his 
belongings. He didn't belong here. He looked around the dim room with the old furniture, everything the exact 
way it was in the 60's when he grew up here. This wasn't the place for him. He closed his eyes and in that 
second saw his LA. home, white and airy and modern, high vaulted ceilings, art work dripping like frosting from 


the canvases. 


"Yeah?" she said, pausing mid way through taking her coat off. Her coat was so old, a faded yellow, re-sewn in 
places it had begun to come undone. She was only 47, but she looked so much older. 


"Uh, when | was a kid, did | take piano lessons?" he said, his hand resting on the piano like it could give him 


some kind of strength. If she said no he'd learn to play. He'd practice all day. 


She looked funny, her face half sad, half resigned. She thought he was crazy, and he probably was. Then she 
tried to look okay for him, like everything was okay. Wasn't that how it had always been around here? Oh, 
you're getting the shit kicked out of you once or twice a week? That doesn't really matter, everything's okay. 
Oh, you got raped in your own house, you and your sister both? You're okay, everything's fine. Fucking fine. 


"Yeah, you did," she said, and then she couldn't help herself, "don't you remember?" 
He shook his head, his long red hair falling in front of his face. He remembered a lot of things. 


He shrugged out of his jacket and hung it up in the small hall closet, and he put the paper bag full of stuff on 
his bed. His room was his and Stuart's old room, and Amy's room was a TV. room filled with bookshelves and 


his mother's sewing kit: 


He came back out into the living room and stood by the piano. His mother was already making supper, he heard 
the clatter in the kitchen, the same clatter he had heard when he was growing up. His father was standing 
awkwardly in the door way that lead to the kitchen, staring at him. Axl looked up, remembering the childhood 
shit that always came back to him. That was the only thing that was the same in both lives, apparently. Even 
as rich and successful Axl Rose he'd been plagued by those memories. 


"Bill," he said in his measured and even way. Axl felt his breath start to speed up and his heart start to beat 
harder. What did he think was going to happen? Did he think he'd hit him again? 


"Yeah?" he said, his hand touching the piano, running over the surface of the wood. 


"Listen, me and your mother, uh, we're glad you're home," he said. Axl just looked at him, understanding that 
he was trying to be rice about this fucked up situation He felt the tears wanting to start. This was so fucked 
up. He shook his head, trying to clear it. 


"Thanks, dad," he said, and his father half nodded at him and then escaped into the kitchen. Axl pulled out the 
piano bench and sat down, closing his eyes and seeing the dark stages and the heavy spotlights trained on him 
and the piano as he would play the beginning of "November Rain" for audiences all over the world He saw the 
stage at the MTV award show that had two pianos, and he was at one and Elton John was at the other, and 
Elton John played his song with him on TN. He laughed, a short, mirthless sound. Had he actually thought these 
things were true? That the legend, one of his favorite artists, had played his song on T.V with him? It sounded 
like a dreamer's bunch of bullshit. 


Now the tears did fall. He made no effort to brush them away. He touched one key with the pad of his index 
finger, running it down the smooth white length of it. The middle key of C. His mother had been right, then. He 


did take lessons as a kid. He began to pluck out the beginning notes of "November Rain". 


Nine 


He was taking a few days to regroup. It was the same way he had after he'd hitchhiked to wherever and had 
to come back to Indiana because shit wasn't working, when he was I7, 18, 19. At least that was how he 
remembered it, but it probably wasn't true. Maybe he'd never gone anywhere. He wanted to find out what was 
true, what actually happened and what he'd weaved into his fantasy. His lovely delusion. It was all an illusion 


Shit. 


He woke up in his old bed from childhood, the bed he used to hide under when his father was on a rampage. 
That was true. The old bed, the old way the sun looked falling through the thin curtains, the old pattern on the 
rug. He woke up with a gasp, trying to pull things together. This couldn't be it. This couldn't be his life. 


He'd wake up and stumble over to the door and push on it cautiously. He heard his parents in the kitchen, 
eating eggs and drinking coffee. He'd rub a hand over the red stubble on his cheeks. He'd shower and shave 
soon enough, every day. Appearances were important, especially if you were crazy and your whole life was a 


lie like his apparently was. 


Out to the kitchen and he sat heavily in the kitchen chair, the worn wood scraping against the worn linoleum. 
He didn't want to think of the sandstone tile in his imaginary kitchen in his mansion, the thick oak slab of a 


table, gleaming in the California sun. 
"Good morning," his mother said, her cheerfulness laying lightly over her sadness. 


"Good morning," he said, his voice still thick with sleep, his eyes barely open. He saw his father hide behind the 
open paper. He saw his mother turn to the cabinet and grab him a coffee cup and then pour coffee for him 


wordlessly. 


"Here," she said, setting down the pills he had to take every morning, every day, for the rest of his life. He 
eyed them with suspicion. What was in these pills that vanquished the life he thought he knew? But he took 
them dutifully, swallowing them down with a mouthful of water. These pills kept him tied to this reality, to Bill 
Bailey, to Indiana, He felt his hands curling into fists and he wanted to punch something or someone, he wanted 
to take glass things and smash them, he wanted to destroy something. He shook his head, willing that feeling 


away. 


"Are you okay?" his mother said, and despite the fact that she was way too young when she had him and 
fucked things up for him, she was still his mother and knew instinctively when something was wrong. 


"Yeah, I'm fine," he said, and he saw his father peer at him from behind his paper. He saw the steel gaze and 
felt his muscles tense. He remembered being smacked suddenly in the back of his head when he was a kid and 


how that made the anger ignite. 


‘I've got to go to work," his father announced, and Axl looked at him from the corners of his eyes, watching 


him go. This probably wasn't healthy, living here. But there was nowhere else to go. 


Axl stood up, bringing his empty coffee cup to the sink and rinsing it. There were no maids here, no Beta to 
effortlessly whisk these things away. He couldn't let his mother do all the tedious housework. But he felt her 
eyes on him and he turned around quick once the cup was washed and drying in the drying rack. Her eyes 
were wide, her mouth almost a little "o". He narrowed his eyes at her, not understanding her look of surprise. 


"What?" he said, his tone sharper than he had intended. 
‘Nothing, it's just. guess | didn't expect you do to that. You never have before," 


"Do what? Wash a dish?" he said, closing his eyes, trying to remember what she remembered. He didn't know 


what it was. In his mind and his memory he had been gone from here for a long time. 


"Yeah, | guess you were a lot sicker before. This new medicine is really helping you," she said, and now the 
sadness was only a thin veil over hope. He saw that hope in her eyes, the hope that these pills would work and 


he'd get better, and not be whatever deranged, sick person it was she remembered. 


"Yeah, | guess," he said, leaving her in the kitchen so he could go and take a shower. 


His hair was clean and red and shiny, still damp from the shower. The red stubble on his cheeks was gone, his 
cheeks and chin were as smooth as a boy's. His mother cleaned things, swiped at the surfaces with a damp 


rag, dusted knickknacks. Her busywork was irritating him. He wanted her to stop so he could talk to her. 
"Mom, can | ask you some things?" he said. 


"Yeah," she said, but she didn't stop what she was doing. He sighed. He remembered this from childhood. He 


never had her full attention. 


"Mom, sit down for a minute. This is important,” he said, and she stopped what she was doing and stared at 
him. Then she put the rag down and sat at the table with him, forcing herself to look into his eyes. 


"Can | ask you about some of the things | don't remember?" he said, and she shifted her gaze away from him. 


"Sure," she said, but there was something hollow in her voice. Axl heard it but had no choice but to ignore it. 
He had to find out what was real in this world where he was still Bill Bailey at 31 years old, where there was 
no Guns N' Roses, no money and fame. Fuck the money and the fame, those were only byproducts of the real 
thing. The real thing was the songs. Those songs. They were little complete worlds. They were journeys. They 
were his life, the description and the analysis of his life. Those songs exploded from the center of his soul and 


laid out, for anyone who cared to listen, exactly what he was. 


ten 


He looked at his hands folded on the table, no rings. In his other life he wore a lot of rings, at first they were 

cheap costume jewelry things with cubic zirconium jewels but as time went on, and albums and singles sold and 
money rolled in, the rings became real. He looked at his mother, her lined face, her frizzed out hair, her tired 

eyes. He had to know what had happened, which part of his memories were real. And she had to tell him. 


"Did | ever leave here? Like, did | ever hitchhike to..somewhere else?" he said, trying to steal himself for what 


she would say. What did it matter? Whether he had or not, that didn’t matter, he just had to know. 
"Yeah, when you were around IT or so..you hitchhiked to St. Louis... 


He licked his lips and tried not to glare at her. Why couldn't she just tell him? Was he going to have to drag 
everything she knew out of her? 


"Mom, something's wrong with me, or there was. | remember different shit than what everyone is saying 
happened..can you just tell me what things were really like for me? When | was a kid, did dad, did he...?" There 
was no way to ask this, and how would she know all the shit that had gone on with him or not? He lowered his 
head, seeing the room through the red strands. 


"What, Bill? Hit you? Yeah, he hit you, but it wasn't anything, anything out of the ordinary. All this talk about 
child abuse and everything on T.V. and in the magazines, it's missing the point. That was discipline. Your father 


didn't abuse you, you or your brother or sister," 


He looked at her, not sure if what she was saying was true. Had it been just that, just ordinary discipline, a 
smack here and there, maybe a whipping with a belt? He closed his eyes for longer than a blink. What he 
remembered was much different, much more extreme. He could feel the rough wood of the floor under the 
bed as he hid and held his breath, not wanting to get caught and found out, not wanting to be dragged from 
underneath the bed and not wanting to feel how he would wrench his arm almost from his socket, and how he 
would throw him to the floor and kick him in the ribs and the stomach until the wind was knocked from him 
and he'd be desperate to breathe around a ball of white pain. He remembered hiding and hoping for the storm 
to quietly pass him by. 


He gazed across the small dining room table, the small dining room, the cramped living room. Everything was so 
small here, especially after the bigness of LA. His house there, a mansion, had halls and foyers and high 
ceilings and areas for everything, sections, tiled patios and wooden decks and lofts and bathrooms on every 
floor. His parents’ house was basic. There was the kitchen, dining room that became the living room, three 
bedrooms, one bathroom. Low ceilings that made him feel crouched and claustrophobic. He wouldn't get any kind 


of real truth from his mother. He needed to find his sister and brother, they could tell him. 


His mother informed him that his brother and sister both lived in Lafayette, both held jobs and lived in small 
apartments. Both were at these jobs, so he waited to call his brother until that night. He worked at a factory 


making some plastic thing. His sister was a waitress and her hours were more unpredictable. 

"Bill?" The surprise in his brother's voice was unmistakable, and Axl gritted his teeth. 

"Hi, Stuart, uh, can | come over? Or can we meet somewhere or something, like for a beer? | need to talk to 
you," he said, although he wasn't sure about having a beer. He knew the meds he was on were strong, and 
probably wouldn't mix with alcohol. So he'd have a coke, it didn't matter. What mattered was Stuart agreeing to 


see him, and then agreeing to fill in the missing holes of his life. 


“Sure, you can come over, and then we could go out, if you want," he said, the uncertainty still in his voice. Axl 
ran his hand through his hair, pushing it up and off his forehead. 


"Great..l'll be right over," 


He knew the area where his brother lived and with the address he could find the apartment. His mother looked 


at him with her worried eyes as he shrugged into his coat. He was planning on walking. It wasn't that far. 
"Maybe | should drive you, or, um, Stuart could pick you up...” 


"Mom, it isn't far. I'll be fine," He could feel the image she had of him, and his father had of him, this fragile 


mentally ill helpless mess. Maybe that was what he was, but no more. 
"Bill, | don't know..." 


"l'm fine! I'll be fine! | can walk three blocks over to his fucking apartment! Do you want me to call you when | 


get there like l'm I2 or something!" 


She looked away, the lines around her eyes and mouth deepening. He shouldn't have yelled at her like that, she 


was only worried. He sighed, feeling his temper like that old wild animal on a leash he could never tame. 


"Sorry," his said, his voice thick and rough, and she looked at him and nodded. He zipped his coat and headed 


out. 


Stuart's apartment was small and neat, mostly because there wasn't much in it. Axl sat at the kitchen table, 


smaller and of a poorer quality than the one at his parents’ house. 


"You look good," Stuart said, and Axl narrowed his eyes at him. What had they seen? How had he been when he 


thought he was performing on MTV and in clubs and on tours, writing songs, dating models, screaming until his 
vocal cords bled? Was he always ranting and talking to people who weren't there, but people who were still so 
real to him? He could close his eyes and see the exact way Slash's top hat sat on top of those crazy black 
spiral curls. He saw the long red and black trench coat Duff used to wear when he first met him, he saw the 
cigarette that dangled from the corners of Izzy's lips because he was so fucking cool, but Izzy left and 


abandoned him. How could none of it have been real? 


"Stuart, | guess I've been kind of fucked up for awhile..and | thought some things that weren't true, but now | 
don't know what was true, what is true. And you were there when | was a kid, when we were kids, in that 


house..can you tell me some of the shit that happened?" 


"Uh, yeah. You mean you don't remember any of it?" Stuart said, sitting in the chair on the other side of the 
table and lighting a cigarette. The orange flame and the smell of the burning cigarette caused a longing in Axl. 


He remembered smoking, a lot. He wanted to smoke now. He hadn't smoked in at least a week Maybe. 


"Can | have one?" he said, and Stuart gave him a funny look but tossed him one from his battered soft pack, 
and Axl noticed it was a Camel and he had always smoked Marlboros. Not that it mattered at this point, but 
the Camels didn't draw right. Only Marlboros did. He took his brother's lighter and lit it and took a deep drag, 
slowly exhaling the smoke toward the ceiling fan. Stuart watched him. 


"I didn't know you smoked," he said, and Axl raised his eyebrows, taking another drag and wishing it was a 
Marlboro. He didn't like that. It bothered him. He hadn't smoked? He thought of all the interviews he had done, 
smoking like a fiend because he wasn't exactly nervous, but it was a strange situation, being interviewed. He 
thought of all the times he stood outside of clubs and smoked, not because you couldn't smoke in the club but 
it was just nicer to be outside for a minute, and all the times he had smoked being in a run down car, and 
later his state of the art brand new cars. It was just this little piece of him, that habit. Now Stuart was 
saying he hadn't smoked. The smoking, or lack of it, made him feel a deeper disconnect with this new reality, 


this "Bill Bailey" reality than anything else. 


"Really? You didn't know? You've never seen me smoke?" he said, and Stuart shook his head. 


eleven 


Axl swallowed hard, feeling sick and dizzy. He felt like he had been dropped down in this life, this different 
version of a future he had changed a long time ago. He had foreseen a bleak future for himself that consisted 
of working dead end factory jobs and living in cheap run down apartments or living in a small cheap ranch 
house very similar to the one his parents lived in. Maybe there would be a girl or a wife in this life, and some 
screaming brats he'd slave over some groaning machine at a factory all day to feed, and he'd stay in this 
small perimeter and never leave, like a sallow goldfish in a small fishbowl. But this was worse, this torn and 


disjointed mentally ill life, this was worse. 


He smoked, feeling comforted by the gray smoke in his lungs and the way it drifted toward the ceiling. Stuart 


was how he remembered him, too, his red hair long and hanging over his shoulders. 


"Mom says the shit that happened when we were kids, getting beaten and shit, that it was just normal, regular 
discipline," he told his brother, looking at him as he fussed around the kitchen. Then he stopped and looked at 
him, and Axl noticed the split and fraying dead ends of his hair. 


"No. It was so much worse than that," 


They had decided to go to a bar, and Axl blinked, looking around the working class dive bar his brother had 
brought him to. He remembered other bars, strip clubs, hip restaurants on the Sunset Strip, places he could 
barely get into in the early 80's when he was a hick nobody from out of town with a thousand other hick 
nobodies waiting for their shot, but then he was at the top of the game for awhile there in the late 80's, 
early 10's. He was a VIP. 


It was strange being in a public place and not having people mob him. It was the same thing in the hospital, but 
does a hospital really count? This was his first outing to a real, actual public place, his first outing since his 
Axl Rose Guns N' Roses life shattered and fell apart. At first he observed the crowd with watchful eyes, 
expecting them to come over to him, to want to talk to him, to get his autograph, to ask him about his 
lateness to concerts and the riot in St. Louis. To ask him about videos and Slash. 


"You want a beer?" his brother said, leaning up to the bar, money in his hand to indicate he wanted service. 
Axl shook his head, thinking about the meds. He'd made the mistake of taking pills with booze back in Hollywood, 
and he got so dizzy and sick he thought he was going to die. Of course those pills were Valiums and the alcohol 
was Jack Daniels, but he didn't care. 


"No, just a coke," he said, and Stuart nodded at him. Across the sticky floor he found a table and sat there, 
waiting for Stuart to come back with the drinks. He looked around, seeing a lot of people he remembered from 
high school. No one noticed him at all, and it was kind of nice. Toward the end of things in LA. he couldn't go 


anywhere or do anything, even in a place as jaded and used to celebrities as LA. It wasn't so bad to sit here 


and not be mobbed. It wasn't so bad to not have to fight off the desperate need people sometimes had to talk 
to him, the demanding tone that crept in their voices as they called to him, “Axl, Axl Axl," and the way they 
would tug on his clothes. 


"Here," his brother said, setting down a tall glass of coke in front of him. A straw leaned against the glass, 
crooked where it bent. He licked his lips and took a sip. Soda was one of his guilty pleasures. His mother didn't 
buy it when they were kids because it was too expensive, and he loved it, and it replaced the vodka and 
whiskey everyone else drank. He couldn't drink like they did, and not because the toxins were slowly killing them, 


especially Duff and Slash. Drinking fucked up his voice. 

"Hey, I've seen your friend around," Stuart said, and Axl raised his eyebrows. His friend? In this new life he 
thought he didn't have any friends. He sipped his soda, stole one of Stuart's cigarettes from the pack on the 
table and lit it, and leaned back in his chair. 

"My friend? What friend?" he said. 


"Jeff Isbell, Izzy," 


Things stopped. The noise in the bar paused, like a tape stopped in the middle of a song. The smoke from his 
cigarette froze in its reverse waterfall. Izzy? Izzy was real? He hadn't imagined him, too? 


"What? Where?" he said, as the world started up again 


"I see him around, sometimes he comes here, sometimes he's at one of my buddy's houses, he works the 


other shift at the factory," 
"He works at a factory? What..is he married or something?" 


"| don't know, | just remember you used to hang out with him in school, before, before, well, you know.." Stuart 


said, looking down, sipping his beer. 


"Before what? Before | went fucking crazy?" Axl said, trying to get his brother to look at him. He wouldn't. He 


sipped his beer and glanced around, his eyes smaller than Axl's, a muddy green 


Bits of songs came to him sometimes, the lyrics triggered by things he said in passing, the songs he had sung 
and sung and wrenched everything out of, the songs he painstakingly remixed and mastered and put on albums 
in a life he never lived. He closed his eyes and listened to the lyrics of a song he never wrote, a song that was 
never a B-side and never playing in the background as some kid erased algebra problems or some other kids 


made out in the back of a Chevy. "Because you're crazy, oh yeah, you're fucking crazy," 


He could see Izzy. He could see Izzy and piece everything back together. 


Twelve 


"You went out with Stuart?" his mom said the next morning. Axl ate breakfast and watched her watching him. 
Did she think he was hung over? Did she think he got stoned? Did she think he shot up? Popped pills? Did they 
think he was a drug addict on top of being a nutcase? In his other life people thought he was a drug addict 
because he was in a band known for extreme substance abuse and he had let slip once, in one interview, that 
he planned to hole up in a hotel and shoot up heroin for a week. But he wasn't. He hadn't been. He was the 
most sober of all the guys, because substances fucked up his singing, and substances fucked up his ability to 


be in control, and toward the end, control was all he had left. 


"Yeah," he said, balancing a bite of scrambled eggs on his fork His father put down the newspaper and looked 
at him sharply. 


"Did you drink?" he said, and Axl squirmed, feeling lb instead of 31. 
"No..Stuart had beer, | had soda. Do you want to call him and make sure?" 


His father narrowed his eyes at him and Axl felt a ghost of that old fear. He took a deep breath and shook it 
off. 


"You're not supposed to be drinking while taking these medications, that's all, Bill,” he said in his "case closed" 


way, and Axl lowered his head. 


He sipped coffee and had another cup as his father readied himself for work and then leaned over and kissed 
his mother goodbye. He looked at him before leaving with a hard mixture of love and hope and despair, and Axl 
could hardly look at him for long. He was essentially their child, still, his parents’ child who needed to be looked 
after and taken care of and protected. He closed his eyes and thought of the days he spent hitchhiking across 
the country, the people he had run into who tried to take advantage of him, the days and nights he spent 
hungry and desperate, with nothing and no one to take care of him. He'd figured it out then. He would again 


Hands shoved in his pockets, head down, he walked. His mother looked at him with worry when he said he was 
going for a walk and he had wanted to scream. He couldn't even go for a walk without them worrying. He 
couldn't hang out with his brother. He couldn't do anything. He didn't know everything they worried about, his 
memories didn't match theirs. What had happened that put that worry in their eyes? 


He shook his head, his long red hair moving with the motion and he wanted to tie it back, shove it out of his 
eyes, but it fell in relentless clean sheets of red in front of his face. He'd wanted to walk so he could get out 
of that house and think. His brother's mention of Izzy had sparked something inside of him. He remembered 

sinking in Lafayette without him when they were 19, and he remembered months of searching for him in LA. 


And he remembered finding him, heroin addicted, dressed New York cool, writing lyrics and guitar lines. 


Dusk outside the windows, pressing on them like soft cloth. He dialed Izzy's number on the phone. It wasn't hard 
to get. It was in the book. 


His phone on the other end rang and rang and Axl sighed, figuring he probably wasn't there. Maybe he was at 
work, he forgot what shift his brother said he worked. Why was he working here at some shit factory? Why 
wasn't he riding dirt bikes in Timbuktu or something? 

"Hello?" Izzy's calm, slow voice. Something caught in Axl's throat when he heard it. 

"Uh, hi, Izzy? H's Axl," he said. 


"Who?" Izzy said, sounding softly puzzled. Axl thought he recognized his voice. 


"Uh, Bill, | mean. Bill Bailey," he said, the name sour on his tongue and it still made him angry. All that work to 


get rid of Bill Bailey once and for all, and here he was, living inside his scared skin. 
"Bill, Jesus! | haven't..we haven't talked in so long...” 


Axl closed his eyes and leaned against the wall. He twisted the phone cord around his hand. He felt so 


disconnected from Izzy, from LA, from Guns N' Roses, from everything. 
"Yeah, | know. Sorry. Listen, can | come over?" Axl said, almost holding his breath waiting for Izzy's response. 
"Uh, | guess so," 


Izzy lived in an apartment above a hardware store. There was no wife, no girlfriend, no kids. There was a dog, a 
black lab. Axl leaned down and pet it, feeling better just seeing an animal. He leaned his head against the dog's 
head and closed his eyes. 

"Bill," Izzy said, and Axl opened his eyes, lifted his head, and pet the dog once more. 


"Hey, Izzy," he said, and Izzy gave him his quizzical look. 


"No one calls me Izzy anymore," he said, turning his back to him and opening a cabinet and dragging out a huge 


bag of dog food. 


‘Oh, no?" Axl said, sitting in a kitchen chair as Izzy dumped a huge portion of dog food into the dog's silver 
dish. 


"No, not since high school. Listen, | heard you were, uh, that you.." 


"Went crazy?" Axl said, smiling a little, "yeah, | guess so. But I'm on these meds that work better so, you know. 
| thought I'd visit ya," 


Axl watched him put the dog food away, wash a few dishes, and finally sit in the chair across from him. He 
looked just as he remembered him, just not as thin. Had he not been a heroin addict in this life? 


Axl didn't know what to say. He wanted to grab Izzy's collar and demand that he remember the things he knew 
were true, the years of living in windowless studios and crack apartments and trick pads, years of scrounging 
for food and drugs and alcohol and money for the most basic equipment for the band, years of chasing down 
calling and mailing lists and tacking up flyers and drinking Nightrain from a bottle in a brown paper bag. Those 
years. The defining years. He wanted to drop to his knees and beg Izzy to remember. 


Thirteen 


Axl wandered around his kitchen, looking at the coffee pot on the counter, the few dishes in the dish rack. 
There wasn't much here, not much clutter, and it wasn't because he was poorer in this life than the other, 
Izzy was like that, sparse, only keeping what he needed. Maybe that was why he got rid of Guns N' Roses. Axl 
closed his eyes, seeing it again, the days and nights that never happened. He would be late, so late to the 
shows because everyone would wait..the crowd would riot if he wasn't there, that's how important he was. He 
was the Jim Morrison of the whole thing, the mystic leader, the irreplaceable one. But he remembered Izzy's 
hobbled walk toward the end, the tricycle with a missing wheel. He wanted to apologize to Izzy for things he 


had no memory of. 


"Hey, do you ever play?" Axl said, picking up the guitar he found in a corner of the living room. A funny look 
crossed Izzy's face when Axl asked about the guitar. There was this faraway glaze in his eyes for just a 
second. Axl wondered if what he remembered happened in some other dimension, and somewhere, somehow, 
Izzy had memories of it, too. It was just buried so deep in his sane mind he couldn't access them. Maybe he, 
Axl, wasn't crazy so much as he was able to straddle both dimensions and live in both, and these pills 


destroyed his ability to do that and so he was stuck here, where he was insane and helpless. 


"Naw, not much. Just noodling here and there," he said, gently taking the guitar away from him and he started 
to play. Axl recognized the main guitar line from "Patience". He closed his eyes and started to whistle the intro, 
and Izzy's playing fell right along, right in sync, and he saw the video shoot for "Patience" behind his eyes, the 
fancy hotel, the dusty old furniture. Did he dare sing the first lines? He knew them, he knew them all, but he 
didn't know if he could sing in this life. He opened his eyes and stopped whistling, and Izzy stopped playing, and 
the spell was broken. 


"What was that?" Izzy said, returning the guitar to its corner. Axl looked down at his sneakers, his hair falling 
in front of his face. He wanted to tell him about everything but he couldn't do it, his mouth just wouldn't form 


the words. 


‘Izzy, have you ever thought of getting out of here? Moving away to somewhere where shit happens? | mean, 
have you ever thought of leaving your job where when you're 80 they'll just rip you off for your pension, 
just leaving that shit and going somewhere else, like LA?" 


Izzy pulled a beer from his fridge and held it out toward him, and Axl shook his head. He popped the top and 


took a swig. 


"Yeah, man, of course. We used to talk about that shit all the time, at the park with the fountain, riding down 
those dirt roads with all the fucking cornfields, remember? But that's for kids. There's life, you know. Bills, 
work, grocery shopping, adult shit. | had to grow up," he said. 


"Yeah," Axl said, ducking his head and letting his hair cover his face. 


The days had almost become a routine. He got up fairly early, usually before his dad left for work, and he had 
breakfast and coffee, and then he helped his mother with shit. He'd clean something, do the floors, dust, do a 
list of chores, whatever it was because he couldn't live here and not help while they paid for everything. His 
mother looked at him with a suspicious glint in her smile. Then he would go to his room and try to write down 
every song lyric and note of every one of their songs he could remember. He went to music stores and saw 
Nirvana Cd's and Soundgarden and Stone Temple Pilots and Pearl Jam, Seattle shit, the Seattle sound. Old 


Metallica. Aerosmith. No Guns N' Roses, of course. 


At night he was kind of tired, and he was sure the meds weren't helping. After he took them it was hard to 
keep his eyes open, and he'd feel them slipping shut as he watched T.V. with his parents. In the half waking 
state he thought there had to be some way to get back to things, or to create it again, will it into existence. 
He had to leave again, he knew that, screw this, he couldn't stay here living like this, but the meds held him 


down and sucked him into sleep. 
There was a knock on the door and then it creaked open and he heard his sister's voice. 


"Hi, mom," she said, and he heard the noise of the floorboards bending under her weight and then he felt her 
shaking him. 


‘Bill, are you sleeping?" she said, and he opened one eye and looked at her. 


"No, hi, Amy," he said, trying to wake up enough to talk to her. 


fourteen 


Axl sat up, looking at his sister, her hair straight around her face, a light brown. She was the only one of 
them to not get red hair. He thought of her when she came out to California to visit him, and then to work 
with him and live with him, fighting the same memories and after effects of all the abuse that he had been. 
He had been happy that he could help her, that he had a way out of Indiana and his parents’ influence that 
was better than his way out of poverty and drug abuse. He had money and a nice house by the time she 
came, but it hadn't been real, not any of it. He'd just gone crazy here and none of them had left. None of them 


made it out. 


"Are you awake?" she said, peering down at him. The T.V. glowed behind her, the TV. voices a low, electronic 


babble that was oddly soothing. 


"Yeah..yeah," he said, blinking a few times, feeling a creak in his neck from the way he had been sitting for so 


long. 


"Can we go talk somewhere?" she said, and even though her expression didn't change he could see in her eyes 
that she didn't want to talk in front of their parents. He could feel his parents' oppressive presence as they 
just sat in front of the TV, his mother flipping through magazines and his father hiding behind the newspaper. 


"Yeah," he said, standing up, and walking toward his bedroom with Amy behind him. 

She leaned against the dresser and looked at him. He sat on the bed, still waking up. 

"Stuart told me you were different. He said you said it was different meds, but | don't believe that," she said. 
He swallowed hard, having vague thoughts about women's intuition or women's greater ability to see beyond 


certain "facts" to the truth of situations. In his other life when he was exploring mystical schools of thought, 


the people he sought out were always women. 


Could he tell her the truth, the truth as he saw and believed it? The truth that he sometimes believed? The 
truth that he had lived that other life, or glimpsed it somehow, and that this mentally ill hobbled life with no 
creative outlet, no source of expression for him was so wrong, that even if this was reality, some objective, 
quantifiable reality it still wasn't right, could he tell her? Or would she think he was delusional like all the rest? 
"Yeah, | guess the meds are working better now... 


She remained quiet but her look was still skeptical. She tapped her nails on the shiny top of the dresser. 


"Mom told me you're different, too. She said it's like how you were..before," 


"Before?" he said, wondering what his mother meant by "before". Before he lost his mind, was that what 


before meant to her? 


"Yeah, and | can tell, too. You are different. You're not acting like you used to before you went into the hospital 


this last time," 


"What do you mean? What's different?" he said, glancing at his sister. Despite having different hair colors, he 
and Amy resembled each other more than him and Stuart did. They had the same high, sharp cheekbones that 
they got from their mother. 


"You used to be more..disconnected. There was this distance in your eyes, like you weren't even here. Now, 
right now, | feel like I'm talking to you, the you you used to be in high school, when we were kids..not that over 


medicated zombie..." 


There were tears in her eyes just glistening there, not falling, changing her blue eyes to a strange underwater 


green. Axl looked down, bit his lip. 
"That's what | was like? A zombie?" 


"No, | mean, it just felt like it wasn't you, like the real you was lost and buried somewhere in your mind and 
none of us could reach you..almost like you died except you were still right here..but now it's like you're back.. 
and you can't tell me any of these worthless drugs they've been throwing at you since you were 20 could do 


that..." 


Now she was crying and he went over to her and hugged her, and she laid her head on his shoulder and shook 
with the sobs. 


"Axl, | missed you so much..you're the only one who really understands all the shit we went through with mom 
and dad." Her words were muffled against his shoulder, but he still held her, feeling tears start in his eyes. 
Amy was the one who shared the burden of all the abuse of their childhood, not Stuart. Stuart escaped the 


worst of things somehow. 


They broke their embrace and Amy looked at him, still sniffling, but the tears were tapering off and she 
swiped at them with the back of her hand. 


‘lm just..glad you're back," she said, and he nodded. 
Let's get together soon, okay?" she said. 
"Yeah, of course," he said, watching her shrug into her coat. 


"I've got to go," she said, leaning over and kissing his cheek. He stayed in his room but he heard her walking 
down the narrow hall to the living room, heard the muffled voices of his parents saying goodbye to her, heard 


and felt the slam of the door. Outside of his window he saw her car headlights wash over the house, 


illuminating the aluminum siding briefly before swinging over to the road. 


Did she call him Axl? 


fifteen 


He watched the empty road after she had left for a while until the tiredness overcame him again, his eyelids 
becoming heavy, too heavy to keep open. He fell onto his bed and fell asleep. 


In the morning he dragged himself to the shower, washing his long hair, determined to not let it get greasy and 
stringy like it was in the hospital when he'd suddenly found himself there instead of on tour like he was 
supposed to be. Maybe Slash and Duff didn't even exist. Maybe he made them up along with Steven and Matt 
and Gilby and Dizzy, all made up. But Izzy was real, and Izzy played "Patience" on his guitar even if he didn't 
know he did. And his sister called him Axl, he was almost sure of it. 


Eating eggs, sipping his coffee, watching his father read the newspaper and hide, rattling the pages, watching 
his mother serve him like it was the 1950's or something. He thought about Amy. She did say Axl, how could 
he have misheard it? Axl didn't sound anything like Bill, what she should have called him in this new paradigm. 
He was Bill here, there was no Axl. There was no Guns N' Roses. In this world Izzy was called Jeff and hardly 
played his guitar. In this world Amy and Stuart still lived in Lafayette and acted like his parents hadn't tried to 


destroy their souls when they were young. 


But did she say Axl? Maybe he heard what he wanted to hear, what he always half expected to hear despite 
how many times he's been called Bill in this new life. He thought of that Simon and Garfunkel song, that line in 
it that went, "a man hears what he wants to hear and disregards the rest," Was that him? Still living in the 


delusional fantasy world, the illusion world? 


After his father left for work and he'd helped his mother a little he drifted over to the piano and caressed 
the smooth keys. There were times when he was a kid when this piano was all that there was, all that he had. 
He wasn't great at it, he knew there were more skilled piano players, but he could make up his own songs and 
play them, and he had something, something that needed to get out, even if he wasn't a fucking Mozart playing 
it. He tapped the keys, pounded on them in his way of not really modulating the sound or taking advantage of 
the piano's capacity to play softly. He played the beginning notes of "November Rain’ and this time he sang, his 
voice creaking from disuse, but once he got into it he realized his voice was the quality it had been in 1182/83, 
before he had abused it with all the screaming and all the touring and all the rasp, before it had taken the 
beatings of all that performing, before his vocal cords had started to bleed and develop nodules. He sang 
‘November Rain" almost all the way through, closing his eyes and seeing the crowds in the darkness, hearing 
their hollers and shouts of recognition when he would play the piano notes that began this song. "November 
Rain’ was a big deal, a huge single, a huge video, it was in heavy rotation on everything, radio, MTV, 
everything. It didn't matter that Slash hated it, it didn't matter that Izzy left and deserted him, wrecking their 
[4-year friendship, it didn't matter that Duff was going to die from alcoholism. None of it mattered when it 


was him and the piano and his words, none of it mattered. 


When he was done he held the last note, seeing the white wedding bouquet turn pink and then crimson in the 
rain on top of the casket, just like the video. He was proud of that image, he'd come up with that image. And 


he could still sing, his body remembered the way to do it, it was muscle memory, it was ingrained in him. He 


was afraid he'd imagined that, too. 


He walked to Izzy's apartment as the light faded from the sky. Hands shoved deep in his pockets, his hair 
falling in front of his face, bothering him. He hadn't called Izzy to check and see if he could come over. He 
thought of what happened with Izzy in his real life, his other life. He thought of Izzy just receding from things. 
He wouldn't travel with them anymore, and Axl had thought that was because of the drug use of the others, 
but maybe it was because of his mood swings and violence. Maybe that had something to do with it. 


Izzy's apartment loomed in the half darkness, and Axl could see the light on. No curtains, it made it look like a 
yellow square. He felt nervous, little butterflies ramming against his stomach. He didn't care. He had to see 
Izzy, he had to get back to things, he had to find some way out of this maze again and it wasn't fair, he 
thought, as he pushed on the wood door with the old glass that lead to the narrow dark stairs that lead to 
Izzy's front door. It wasn't fair because he'd already left once, he hitchhiked and put up with people trying to 
take things from him, his money, sex, drugs, people trying to rip him off, he put up with the police in 
Hollywood falsely accusing him of shit and threatening to throw him in jail. He'd had relationships blow up in his 
face, he'd had lawsuits thrown at him once he had any sort of money that mattered, and he always thought 
lawsuits were just another way for people to beat him up and rob him, lawsuits were financial violence. He'd 


had his face plastered on those stupid rag magazines, he'd had those magazines print shit he never said. 


It wasn't fair that he was going to have to live all that shit again. 


Sixteen 


He paused with his fist poised at Izzy's door. Was this right? Maybe it was all in his head and he was just 
crazy, that's all, he'd imagined the whole thing, even Amy calling him Axl. So he heard one wrong thing? 


Apparently he'd hallucinated almost ten years of his life, so what was one more word? 


He shook his head, feeling his hair sway around his face, feeling the gloom of this hallway outside of Izzy's 
door encroach upon him, feeling hopelessness try to take over and convince him to be what everybody seemed 
to think he was..a fragile, mentally unstable young man rapidly sliding toward middle age. But he was here, and 
he needed Izzy now like he needed him then, and he knocked loud and fast. 


"Come inl" Izzy called from the other side of the door, and he thought he heard the faint strains of an 
acoustic guitar. Axl pushed the unlocked door open and went in, standing in Izzy's tiny kitchen with the fake 
wood paneling and the worn out linoleum and the one dish drying in the dish drain. Izzy was in the living room, 


and he was playing the guitar. Axl recognized the rhythm guitar part of "My Michelle". 
"Hey," he said, stepping onto the rug that was once white but was now a dishwater gray. 
"Hey," Izzy said, glancing up, not looking as surprised to see him as he had been that first day. 


"Keep playing that, | like it," Axl said, needing to think He was starting to feel confused, like a compass that lost 
orientation and was just spinning around the dial. He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes and 


listened to Izzy launch into the complicated middle section of "Welcome to the Jungle’. 


"Oh, yeah? I've been playing a little more since you came over," he said, abandoning the guitar line of "Welcome 
to the Jungle" for the snaky little underside of "Sweet Child 0: Mine". Axl just nodded, opening his eyes, feeling 
the beginnings of a headache. Things felt like they were coming at him, hands ripping and tearing at him, like 
when he would jump into the audience after they'd really started making waves on the Sunset Strip, when they 
packed the clubs every night they played, and people grabbed at his clothes and his hair. 


Should he just lay it all out to Izzy, tell him the life he lived, the life they lived, the struggle and the success, 
the touring, the models, the lawsuits, the riots..their life? Should he tell him that was true? Wouldn't lzzy just 
stare at him like he was fucking crazy? But Izzy was playing the songs they had all written together, and he 
heard it and felt it when they started to play "Patience" last time he saw him. Somewhere inside of him he had 
to know that this wasn't right, this Lafayette shit and working at a factory, he had to know. 


"Do you ever go out to those karaoke bars?" Axl said, afraid to ask anything or tell him anything, afraid to see 
that look in his eyes that meant he thought he was a fruit loop. 


"Sometimes, | guess...” 


The dog padded into the room and Axl pet him, looking around at the sparse as hell little apartment Izzy had 


here. Even when he owned mansions and beach houses they were all stripped down No wall size crucifixes and 


million dollar works of art for Izzy. 


"Wanna go now?" Axl said, swallowing hard, thinking he might have a beer or two, fuck these meds. Izzy put 
the guitar down and Axl saw his reluctance to let it go, and then he shrugged and stood up. 


"Sure, what the hell?" he said. 


The bar was dark and packed, and it was what Axl remembered from the few times he'd come back and 
visited after he had taken off for LA. Of course he could only go to them before "Appetite" took off, after 
that he would have been mobbed. Now here they were, Axl Rose and Izzy Stradlin, casually strolling into a 
karaoke dive bar on the outskirts of town and nobody gave a shit. Of course, that could be because they were 


Bill Bailey and Jeff Isbell, one a mentally ill freak and the other a lowly factory worker. Axl almost laughed. 


He could smell the beer, the way it hung in the air and seemed to permeate the walls. He licked his lips and 


followed Izzy to the bar. He'd need a drink or two for what he was planning. 


"Get me a beer, whatever, it doesn't matter,” Axl said, handing Izzy a few crumpled ones and fives. Izzy nodded 


as Axl headed toward the karaoke area 


He wasn't that sure how this worked, the whole karaoke thing took off after he'd been touring for years. 
There was no sign up for him, he was fucking it. He saw a girl standing with a microphone in front of a TN. 
screen, and he got that. He used the same thing sometimes on stage so he'd be clear about the lyrics. There 
were a lot of songs and a lot of lyrics. The girl was warbling out a twisted version of some Mariah Carey 
song, looking sick with nerves. He smiled softly, he got that, too. 


There was a DJ. type guy and a book of songs and a sign up sheet and Axl looked it over. You put your name 
and the number of the song you wanted to do, easy enough. He took the huge book with the plastic covered 
pages over to a booth and flipped through it. 


"Gonna sing?" Izzy said, setting a huge plastic cup of beer in front of him. Axl looked up from the book and 


sipped it, wondering how many sips it would take for the nervousness to go away. 


"Yeah," he said, his look sharp as he studied the book. There was a song that would work, "Knocking on Heaven's 


Door" by Bob Dylan. That would work just fine. 


Seventeen 


Izzy sipped his beer next to him at the booth, and Axl sipped his determinedly, thinking about going up and 
getting another one although one was helping, he hadn't drank in so long, but another one would be better. 


He used to be nervous when he would get up in front of an audience and sing, even back in the days of the 
Bailey Trio at the church when he was a kid, singing in that baritone that had little to do with his shrieking 
demon voice that had become his trademark. He'd been in a bunch of bands before Guns N' Roses and he 
would get nervous singing in front of the small audiences that there were, the girlfriends and the few people 
who happened to straggle in, but he gave everything in those days, every time, whether there were 3 people 
watching him or 300,000..he tried to get his heart to splatter on the stage in front of these people, he tried 
to let them see inside him. And this bar was packed. 


"Want another one?" Izzy said, tipping his plastic cup back and getting the last few drops. Axl nodded as he 
listened to the singers in front of him, and each one meant it was getting closer to his turn. He started to dig 
in his pockets for a few more bucks for Izzy, but he shook his head and said he got it. 


Even in the last shows of Guns N' Roses when they were flying helicopters into stadiums and people chanted 


his name and wore shirts with the band's image on it, even then he had the nervousness. 


Izzy came back, weaving between the crowd, carrying two full plastic cups of beer. Axl looked up as he set it 
in front of him, barely able to see him, or anyone anymore. He was going to sing, and he wasn't sure anymore 
if he'd imagined this shit or not. Maybe he was just sick, just a sick person with delusions that took the place 
of his life. 


"Next up," the DJ. said as the last singer left the front area of the bar, it wasn't exactly a stage, "Bill Bailey 


singing "Knockin' on Heaven's Door", 


Izzy raised his eyebrows at him and tried not to smirk, and Axl took one last sip of his beer and stood up. Fuck 


it. + was time. 


He went to the front and took the microphone out of the stand, and the DJ. nodded at him. He closed his eyes, 
standing in front of the screen as the first notes played. He liked the teleprompter thing, he'd always liked that. 
He gripped the microphone, feeling the slickness from sweat on his palm, feeling his heart beating hard in his 
chest, and his eyes swept over the audience right before the words were going to start. They were drunk and 
didn't seem to give a shit, and that was fine with him. 


It wasn't Slash and Izzy and Duff playing the notes and Steven banging away at the drums, or Matt. It wasn't 
even the music from the Bob Dylan recording, it was a strange imitation, but it didn't matter. It was close 


enough. He could close his eyes again and feel like he was at the Ritz in New York City. 


He started singing in his low voice, not the lowest voice he could use but pretty low, kind of raspy, perfectly in 


tune. It didn't take long for the music and the words to lead into his higher pitched, screechy voice, almost the 
demon voice but not quite there. Then back to the lower voice, "Feels like I'm knockin’ on Heaven's door," 


Then, as the music kept going, he could almost hear Slash's twangy guitar and Izzy's rhythm guitar underneath 
it, and he swayed a little and held the microphone away from his body, and launched into the screechy, high 
pitched part at the end, holding the note out for a long time, even after the machine approximation of the 
song switched off, his eyes squeezed shut, and it felt good, didn't it? He finally felt like himself since he'd woken 
up in that hospital bed. 


When he opened his eyes he saw a lot of wide eyes and open mouths, beers and cigarettes and shots 
forgotten in people's hands. They stared at him for a moment more until they broke into wild applause, people 
who were sitting in booths or on bar stools hopping to their feet, people who could pull off that high pitched 
whistle between their teeth doing it, and the clapping went on and on. Axl swallowed hard, feeling the workout in 
his vocal cords that singing in front of an audience was, feeling his heart beating from exhilaration instead of 
nervousness. He handed the microphone back to the DJ as the applause was sputtering off, and he looked at 
him with admiration and patted him on the shoulder. 


"Jesus, buddy, you can sing," the DJ. said, and then he spoke into the microphone. 


"Who's brave enough to follow that performance?" he said. 


eighteen 


He sat down at the table with Izzy, and Izzy stared at him with the slightest bit of fear. He ducked his head 
and sipped his beer. 


‘Jesus, Axl, that was-" Izzy started to say and then a girl came over to their table and stood there, looking at 
Axl with nervous, bright, drunk eyes. 


"Hey, excuse me, but..that was amazing," she said, leaning toward the table, her thighs resting against the 


wood. 


"Thank you," he said, his voice deep and scratched, tired This was what he was used to, people coming up to 
him and telling him how much they liked his singing, his voice, his lyrics, his music. He was used to girls looking 
at him with these nervous, bright eyes. 


"Maybe we could get a drink sometime," she said, slipping a folded bit of paper into his hand. He didn't have to 
look to know it was a phone number, but he looked and slipped it into his pocket and smiled at her. There were 
others behind her, wanting to talk to him, tell him how much they liked his rendition of a Bob Dylan song most 
of them had never even heard before. And he did what he always did when he was coming up in the clubs and 


when he was a superstar, famous. He was polite and gracious and he accepted their praise with a shy smile. 


‘It's like you're famous," Izzy said, the fear more visible in his eyes, as more people came up to him to say 


how good that was, to offer to buy him a drink, to ask if he could sing in their band. 


"Yeah, let's get out of here," he said. 


They were in Izzy's living room, and his guitar stood mute in the corner of the room. Axl was certain now. He 
hadn't imagined that other life, whatever kind of illusion it might have been in this dimension it was real 
somewhere else. Maybe this was simply an alternate reality, and he wondered what he was doing in the other 


one. 


"I didn't know you could sing like that," Izzy said, licking his lips. Axl took a deep breath, preparing to tell Izzy 
everything. 


"Look, | have to tell you something, and you heard me sing tonight..that takes years of practice and 
development, to get my voice like that, to understand how to use it like that, to go up through those levels of 


voices..chest voice, head voice, all that..look, there's something | have to tell you," 


Izzy looked at him, almost not blinking, and Axl felt a cold dart of fear. He swallowed hard and closed his eyes 
and started talking. 


"I have these different memories from everyone else..! mean, some things are the same, it all seems to veer 
off from when | was like IT or so, maybe a little bit older. Around that time | left, | took off for LA, a few 
times, actually. Around here | kept getting arrested, | don't know if that happened or it's part of the different 
reality that | lived, not this one, maybe it went in two different ways, like that road that splits in the woods, 
that Robert Frost poem...” 


"Bill, what are you talking about?" Izzy said, and he looked at him, his oldest friend. He remembered him taking 
off from the band, pulling back and away until he was like some distant planet and then he was just gone. God, 
that had hurt him. 


"Okay, according to my mom and dad and all the doctors and nurses at the hospital, and Stuart and Amy, and 
you..l just went crazy after high school, right? What did | do? | don't even know, but | know what | didn't do. | 
didn't hitchhike to LA. and live there in these cockroach infested apartments, but sometimes | slept on the 
streets. You went first, Izzy, you were there for like six months before me and | went there and it took 
forever to find you, and some guy in this white air conditioning van gave me a ride to St. Louis and tried to 
fuck me in his hotel room, and people tried to mug me and rip me off and all of this, it was the fucking jungle, 
man..but after awhile of being in a bunch of bands separately we all got together, the five of us, and started 
our band. Our band, Guns N' Roses, and | was the singer and you were the rhythm guitar player and Slash was 
the lead guitar player and Duff was the bass player and Steven was the drummer and we were fucking 
amazing, man! You think me singing that song tonight was good? We were so much better than that, together, 
we fucking took over the world. The radio played our shit all the time and so did MTV and we went on these 
world tours, in fact, in that world, in that life, we're on a world tour for our double albums, "Use Your Illusion 
| and Il" and it's the longest world tour ever done by any band, ever. Yeah, maybe we're coming apart at the 


seams, but this. don't know how | can live like this," 


Izzy sat back and stared at him. His mouth opened but he didn't say anything, and Axl let his head fall forward, 


his long hair covering his face. 


Nineteen 


Nothing. Izzy didn't say anything and Axl felt fear, like worms crawling through his blood. He stood up, pacing 
the small kitchen, and lit a cigarette. 


"We need to leave here, we need to go to LA. and start this band-" 

"What are you talking about?" Izzy said, lighting a cigarette of his own, squinting at Axl through the smoke. 
"Do you want to stay here and work at a factory? In fucking Lafayette?" he said, pointing his cigarette at him 
‘Its my job, Axll It's. can't just live with my parents and have all these fantasies~" 


"You called me Axl!" he said, his eyes blazing, and he wanted to grab Izzy by the collar and make him agree to 
go to LA, make him agree with his version of the past decade. 


"What?" Izzy said, confusion making his eyes darker. 

"Axl. That was my name in the life | lived, not this one. | changed my name to W. Axl Rose and everyone called 
me Axl, and you just did it, and you did it at the bar..and my sister called me Axl, too. So what's that shit 
about?" 


| have no idea what you're talking about, Bil,” 


| heard it. | heard you call me Axl twice and | heard my sister do it, and we..we have to get out of here, we 


can't live like this..it might not be too late," 


"Too late for what?" Izzy said, sitting in one of his metal kitchen chairs, looking at Axl from the corners of his 
eyes. 


"Too late to start our band, to..to fucking get out of this place and create something! What are we doing here? 


Can't you see we're going to just die here." 

"Bill, you want to go to LA. because you sang pretty good at karaoke?" 

"Izzy, did you see those fucking people? It's, yeah, | can sing good, but | couldn't sing like this when | was 19 or 
20, this shit developed..that other world, that other life has bled into this one..! think both are possible..or 
maybe the other one with Guns N' Roses was our destiny..and this is some kind of aberration," 


"| can't do thot," Izzy said, and the flat refusal made Axl want to strangle him. 


"You can't go to LA?" 


"No, | can't go to LA. This is fucking crazy! | haven't spoken to you since high school and now..you act like 
we're such good friends..you act like we lived this life of music and fame and whatever else and it might be 
that you are delusional. | know what fucking happened. | got this job out of high school and | go to it, | work my 
hours and put in my fucking time and that's fucking that. This shit you're talking about, LA. and fame and all 
that weird shit, MTV and whatever else, that isn't real, that can't happen!" 


Axl swallowed hard past the lump in his throat. Maybe Izzy was right, maybe he was just crazy, and maybe 
him and his sister didn't call him Axl, he just heard it because he heard and saw what he wanted to and the 
meds he's on were blocking those delusional thoughts but he still had the memories of them, and like dreams 
there was no difference to his brain about the reality of actual things or his delusions, because the brain 


experienced both the same. 
He sat in the other chair and lit another cigarette, watching the smoke rise slowly toward the drop ceiling. 


"All those people on MTV and the radio, they're real people who make music, they started bands and shit and 
toured and played clubs and got signed to labels, it's not a fantasy for everyone. Are you saying we couldn't do 
it?" Axl said, brushing his hair away from his forehead. 


Izzy stared at him, his mouth open slightly. He gazed out over the small kitchen toward the door to the living 


room and the darkened room beyond. Then his gaze came back to Axl. 


"You want to move to LA? And live where? And do what? We don't play music, | have news for you. You sang 
a fucking karaoke song, like a million fucking people do, big deal, Axl!" 


Axl stared at him, his name ringing in his ear. He heard it this time. Izzy called him Axl three times now, and 
his sister did, too, and all that shit he thought he knew and lived was real. And he was going to get back to it, 


screw this mentally ill shit and living with his parents, screw that. 


He bit his lip, unsure about Izzy. He needed Izzy, he had been there the first time. Izzy's songwriting skills were 
crucial to the success of Guns N' Roses. He knew that. He needed him. 


Twenty 


He walked home slowly, looking at the darkened houses and the few trees, the houses and trees he's seen all 
his life. What about those other things he's seen? What about the rows of palm trees? What about the 
tenement slums in Hollywood, cockroaches climbing over him while he slept? What about the mansions made 
out of sand? 


It was late and the lights were out at his parents’ house when he got there, but the door wasn't locked. In this 
area you didn't lock your door. He turned the knob and stepped inside, that familiar smell of home assaulting 
him, and he flashed back to being a kid, cowering under his father's upraised fist. 


He shook it off. His father barely spoke to him now, it was just a few awkward words. He preferred to relay 
messages to him through his mother. In this life where he was mentally ill and not working and not doing 
anything productive except getting a check from the state and checking in and out of nut wards, in this life did 
his father blame himself for how he turned out? He certainly had taken no credit for his rockstar life in the 
other one, so he probably didn't blame himself. 


Axl shook his head in the dark, feeling the soft weight of his hair against his face. His mind turned back to 
Izzy. Izzy calling him Axl and Izzy playing the songs from Guns N' Roses without knowing that was what he was 
playing. Shit was overlapping between this world and the one he came from, it was apparent to him when he 
was with Izzy. He was closest to it when Izzy was around. Did he want to stay here and work in a factory 
forever? Axl couldn't fathom that. In his real life Izzy had left as soon as he could, right out of high school, 
sooner than he had left, in fact. Was this Izzy somehow different? Was more shit different here than just 


him? 


He couldn't figure it out, not tonight. Maybe never. He walked down the dark hall to his bedroom, tossed his 
jacket on the chair and slipped into bed. He slept as soon as his head hit the pillow. 


He left Izzy alone for a few days. Maybe he could remember who he was without him there pushing him. Izzy, 
at least the Izzy he had known, didn’t like to be pushed. He liked to be left alone to do things his own way, in 


his own time. Axl was willing to give him that time, for now. He'd try to do some research in the meantime. 


That night he went to Amy's apartment, and she seemed so happy to see him. She smiled, her eyes crirkling 
up. But she called him Bill. He'd noticed that Amy and Izzy called him Axl when they were very emotional, like 
some circuit wasn't working correctly and they had temporary access to the rest of the world, a world where 
he had been known as Axl Rose. 


"Do you have cable?" he said, looking at the darkened screen of her TV. She was making them spaghetti and 
chopping up vegetables for the sauce. She looked up, a sheath of her straight, light brown hair falling in front 
of her face. She tossed her head back to get it out. 


"Yeah, | know | shouldn't, it's kind of a useless expense, but | can't help it. | like TV." she smiled, and he nodded, 
not really caring why she was wasting her money on it, he was just glad that she was. His parents certainly 


weren't wasting their money on that, another vehicle for the devil to get into the house, he was sure. 


In his reality, MTV had been dominated by Guns N' Roses, but more recently videos from artists they were 
calling "grunge" and he called "the Seattle sound". Nirvana was the big one, and he had liked them until that 
Kurt Cobain turned into a jackass. Thinking he was better than everybody else, wanting to keep fans out with 
his bullshit, "oh, if you like this and this don't bother to come and see us," and Axl could admit he did a version 
of that with the David Duke Nazi skinhead idiots that thought he was racist because he said the "N" word. So 
he didn't want skinheads at his concerts, who did? But some average kid who liked whatever, he didn't give a 
shit about that. Like whatever the fuck you want, and come see us, and not because it meant more money for 
them. It was because his music didn't exclude people, despite what small minded, eager to jump on you for any 


little thing politically correct assholes thought based on "One in a Million’. 

He clicked the T.V. on and searched around to find MTV. Each cable system had different channels and he had 
only really watched it in LA. But he found it and watched a bunch of commercials until they played a video. It 
wasn't a group he'd ever heard of, and it sounded like a combination of heavily synthesized pop mixed with hip 
hop. He squinted at the TV. not recognizing anyone in the video. 

"Amy!" he said, and she leaned in the doorway, wiping her hands on a dishtowel. 

"Have you ever heard of Nirvana?" he said, looking at her carefully. 

"You mean like some perfect place, like a utopia?" she said, slight puzzlement in her voice. 


"No, not what nirvana means, have you ever heard of the grunge band from Seattle called Nirvana?" 


"No, and what's grunge?" 


Chapter Twenty-One 


He stared at the TN, feeling his thoughts scramble. No Nirvana? Was this true? Just because they hadn't 
shown one of their videos in the I5 minutes or so he'd been watching MTV? Just because his sister hadn't 


heard of them? That didn't mean they didn't exist. Maybe it didn't mean anything. 


It's ready," his sister said as he stared at the TV. for a moment longer, but he could smell the sauce she had 


made, and it made it easy to turn away from this. 


In his life, his real life, Kurt Cobain of Nirvana hated him. He knew this and he knew why, although he was 
wrong. He thought, Kurt thought, that he was just a rock star with all the excesses and bloat that could go 
with it, and that he was homophobic and racist, all that "One in a Million" bullshit. Whatever. He liked Nirvana, 
liked their music, but Kurt made him angry because he wouldn't even try and understand. He wondered how 
far his delusions in this reality went. Izzy was real..maybe Kurt Cobain was, too. Maybe Nirvana wasn't a band 
for whatever convoluted reason. Maybe without Guns N' Roses to crash though all the pop metal soulless 
bullshit of the mid-80's Nirvana's brand of scaled down rock punk wouldn't have caught on. He didn't know, but 
maybe. He was starting to feel the headache behind his eyes. 


"Bill, what's up?" his sister said. They were sitting in her kitchen, he was smoking, she was cleaning. He watched 
her rub the cleaned dishes and stack them neatly in her cabinet. 


‘lm just thinking of something..it's hard to explain," he said, but a thought was forming in his mind, a way to 
test things. 


At his house he stared at the phone. He could call information and see if Kurt Cobain existed, but of course he 


could do the same for Slash and Duff..but he didn't feel ready to test Slash and Duff's existence. 


He swallowed hard, wondering if it would just be that easy to call information in Seattle and have them cough 
up some phone number. If he did exist as a person in this reality or timeline or dimension, whatever the fuck 


it was, where would he even be living? So many things could be different. There was no way to know, no way 


at all. 


He stared at the phone. Izzy was supposed to be living in LA. but he lived here, and his sister and brother 
were supposed to live in LA. with him, but they all lived here. So maybe Kurt Cobain might live where he grew 
up, which was where? Axl squeezed his eyes shut, trying to remember the name of the stupid town that 
stupid fucker came from. Duff would know. 


Did their existence even matter at all? So what if Slash or Duff or Kurt Cobain existed? Would that effect 


what he was supposed to be creatively doing? Would there be no creativity for him without the other four 
members of Guns N' Roses? Was that where all the lightening in a bottle was? Because as it was now, in 1993, 
Steven had been kicked out of the band for years, and Izzy had left, and Slash was on the fucking verge. And 
the creative shit still flowed and pulsed through his head, and he'd keep doing it even if they all left. He put his 


head down on the table, his hair covering his face. 


"Bill?" His mother said, her voice still tired and flat, the way it had been his whole life, but there was concern 
tucked in there somewhere. 


"Yeah?" he said, lifting his head, letting his hair fall away from his face. 

"Are you okay?" she said, and he looked at her. She looked so much older than 47. 

"Yeah..l'm fine," 

Maybe he wasn't fine. Maybe all these thoughts about Slash and Duff and Kurt Cobain meant that he was still 
delusional and that the meds weren't working. Maybe he was just crazy, no matter what it was he wanted to 
believe. 

"Okay," she said, the worry bending her words a little. Axl licked his lips and looked at her retreating figure, 
looked at the phone, and grabbed the receiver like he was capturing a snake. He dialed 4ll before he could think 


about it. 


"City and State please," the voice said, and it sounded like some ancient woman sitting by one of those old 


fashioned operator systems with the million of colored wires, and headset on her gray head. 
“Seattle, Washington," he said. 
"Name?" she said. 


"Kurt Cobain," he said, feeling his heart start to trip hammer in his chest. What was he doing? Calling up some 
person who probably didn't exist at all? 


‘lm sorry, | don't have a listing for him in Seattle," she said, and Axl closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. 
What, what did he think? 


"Can you check in other cities in Washington?" he said, his voice sounding far away to his ears. 
"Sure, hon, hold on," she said, and now he pictured her smoking a cigarette in a long plastic cigarette holder. 


"I have a Wendy Cobain and a Donald Cobain in Aberdeen, Washington," the old woman told him when she got 
back on the line. Aberdeen. That was where he was from, wasn't it? Didn't that sound right? 


"Okay, I'll take those numbers," he said. 


It didn't matter, it didn't matter. If he didn't exist it didn't matter, it wouldn't change anything. If Duff and Slash 
didn't exist it wouldn't change anything. But his breath was coming in rapid little bursts as he felt the smooth 
plastic of the telephone beneath his hand. He dialed the number for Wendy, hoping this was his mother and 


she'd confirm his existence, and in doing so confirm his existence in that other plain. 


The rings, the indeterminable rings. He lit a cigarette and watched the smoke curl away and entertained the 


possibility that no one would answer. 
"Hello?" A breathless woman's voice. Axl licked his lips. 


"Hi, uh, I'm looking for Kurt..l'm an old friend of his," If this woman was his mother this scenario would make 


sense to her. Axl closed his eyes, his sanity and very existence hinging on this stranger's next words. 


"Oh, Kurt moved to Seattle. | can give you the number where you might be able to reach him," 


Twenty-Two 


He thought about not calling him, what would be the point? But he still had to know, maybe this was some 


random fucker named Kurt Cobain and not the Kurt Cobain, and nothing would be proven. 
"Fuck it," he muttered and dialed the number this Kurt Cobain's mother gave him, whoever he was. 


"Yeah," someone said after a million rings, and they sounded distracted, and Axl heard a bunch of noise in the 
background, people and music and noise. The person who answered the phone was male, but didn't sound like he 


remembered Kurt Cobain sounding. 


"Uh, is Kurt there?" Axl said, feeling his heart start to beat fast again. It was probably some random Kurt 
Cobain. This wouldn't prove anything, and he'd be left with the stark fact that he was just crazy. How many 


millions of people lived in the US? Millions. Was it such a surprise that one of them was named Kurt Cobain? 


"Kurt? Hold on," the voice said, and Axl heard the clatter as the phone was put down, and then he heard 
yelling, ‘Kurt! Is fucking Kurt here! Fucker! Then he heard noise and the din of conversation and a TV. blaring 
and he thought the phone was probably forgotten sitting on some end table somewhere in some dusty room 


full of potheads and junkies. 


"Hello?" The slow, drugged out voice of Kurt Cobain. Axl couldn't believe it, and something loosened in his chest. 
He hadn't imagined that shit, his life with Guns N' Roses was real on some level. It had to be. 


"Hey, man, what's up?" Axl said, pretending to be one of his junkie friends. If Kurt was anything like his own 
junkie friends, he'd just try and piece things together and not admit he didn't know what was going on, because 
he was fucking high all the time. 


"Nothing much, you know. What's going on?" he said, not admitting he didn't know who the fuck he was talking 
to. Junkies. Axl gritted his teeth, thinking about how fucking irritated he had become with almost everyone in 
his own band, Izzy, Slash, Steven..all junkies. 


"Hey, I'm gonna be in town real soon and | was just wondering..are you still playing with your band, uh, 


Nirvana?" 


He heard the flick of a lighter and a sharp inhale, and he knew Kurt lit a cigarette. Talking on the phone 


necessitated a cigarette. 


"Yeah, man, we're playing living rooms all over Seattle. No cover charge," Kurt laughed, but Axl heard the 
bitterness underneath it. Nirvana existed, but wasn't getting good club gigs, and wasn't signed to a label, 
definitely not one as powerful as Geffen He closed his eyes and thought of the 1993 he had left as Axl Rose. 


Nirvana was becoming huge, alternative and grunge was everywhere. 


He remembered what a dick Kurt was to him, how he insulted him in the press and started that fight at the 
VMA's..but in this life he didn't know who the hell he was. He could maybe go to Seattle instead of LA. and 
hook up with these guys..despite Kurt's dick-ness he liked their music, a lot. He shook his head. No way. He 
couldn't stand junkies, and what would they do with two singers? 


"Yeah, I'll check it out.listen, | gotta go," Axl said, gripping the phone. 


"All right. Later," Kurt said in that slow, high as fuck way. 


Kurt Cobain of Nirvana existed in this plain of existence. It meant something, it meant he wasn't really sick, not 


like everyone thought. Something was wrong, though. Why was he here? Why was he in this nowhere life? 


Kurt Cobain was real, so Duff and Slash and Steven were most likely real, too. But he didn't want to call them 
up, or find them, he didn't want to..yet. The truth was it scared him a little. What if they had died, or some of 
them died? In those early years of the band it seemed like the only thing keeping each of them alive was each 
other, and in this life they didn't have each other. Maybe Slash and Duff had drank themselves to death, 


maybe Steven had done enough coke and heroin to overdose and die. 


It was getting a little late but he had to go and see Izzy. Izzy was the only one who could understand, and even 
if it was in the other realm, the other plain, there was enough of that Izzy in this one to satisfy him. Wasn't 
he, himself, exactly the same? Kurt Cobain had sounded the same, the way he did on those few occasions he 


had spoken to him, just without the attitude and the anger. 


He threw on a jacket and took off under the dim street lights, headed for Izzy's. 


Twenty- Three 


"Hey, man, what's up?" Izzy said, opening the door as Axl came in and started pacing in the kitchen. He pushed 
his long red hair back from his face, but it just fell in front of his eyes again 


"Listen, Izzy, | can't stay here. | mean, | didn't stay here before and l'm not going to stay here now, and | don't 
care about grunge or the fucking glam metal posers or whatever..whatever it was that happened then, in that 
other universe or dimension or whatever it was..! can't stay. If you want to come to LA. with me that's great, 


and if not, well.” 

Izzy stared at him, his calmness a stark contradiction to Axl's agitation 
"You want me to go with you to LA. Seriously?" 

"Yeah, seriously," Axl stared at him, challenging him. 

"But | have a job here, an apartment... 


"So what! Great, a shit factory job where they'll just gyp you outta your pension when you're fucking eighty! 
What kind of a life is this, Izzy? And it isn't just about money, fuck the money! It's about, about, living your 
life as who you are, not what they tell you to bel This, it's shit here and you know it! You knew it when we 
were kids and you know it now. We can leave this and live the way we were meant to on this fucking planet, 


man, 


Axl sat down heavily in one of his kitchen chairs and pushed his hair out of his face. He knew in that other life 
they hadn't gone to LA. together. Izzy had gone first, right when he graduated high school. He, Axl, had been in 
jail. But it didnt matter, it didn't matter. 


"| don't know, Axl..! just don't know how | can leave," 


Axl raised an eyebrow, hearing Izzy call him Axl loud and clear. Izzy didn't notice it because he was getting 
upset, and deep in thought. Axl wanted the force of that other dimension to exert some kind of pull on Izzy. 
Music was his life, writing it and performing it..that was his life. Why did he want to put together shit 


products at some factory? He couldn't understand how he could want to do that. 


"| don't know," he said, and Axl dug a cigarette out of his pocket and lit it, watching the tip turn bright red and 


start to smolder down. 


"Bill," his dad said It was the next morning and he was doing up all the breakfast dishes. It was the weekend, so 


his dad was home. Axl jumped, not knowing he was there standing next to him, and that voice, when it was 


unexpected, sometimes brought him back to his childhood. But he recovered and tried to act normal, like he 
hadn't jumped out of his skin when his dad said his name. 


"Yeah?" he said, rinsing the dish in his hand. He had a list of stuff to pick up at the grocery store. He felt 
obligated to help out. In his other life he had been kicked out of here at lb and hadn't really gone back, but in 
this one he wasn't sure. He'd apparently gone crazy at about that age and then became worse than an infant, 


requiring constant monitoring and care. 
"You seem..better," his dad said. 


"Thanks," Axl said, feeling like he didn't belong here in this universe. By this time in his other life he'd cut all 
ties with him, he'd exposed all his abuse in the Rolling Stone magazine, of all places. And it wasn't just the 
abuse of him. Stuart and Amy, too. And yet, no one cared. Everyone got all mad at him. He didn't get it. 


"Listen, if | was hard on you when you were younger..if | was too harsh, and it caused, or contributed to some 


of your..issues..well, | wanted to say..l'm sorry," 


Axl just stared at him, the dish forgotten in his hand. He closed his eyes, remembering the times he'd hid 
under the bed, feeling the vibrations in the floor, and he knew he'd be found, sooner or later. He'd just prayed 
for the thunder and rain to pass him by. 


"Uh, yeah, it's okay," he said, turning back to the sink and the dish in his hand. He set it in the dish drain and 
picked up the next one. He knew without looking that his dad turned away from him and walked out of the 


room, and he let out his breath he hadn't realized he was holding. 


Fuck it. He was leaving, even if Izzy didn't want to go with him, even if he wanted to stay here and drown at 


that factory he was working in, he was leaving. 
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Axl stared after his father for a minute, feeling that slight disconnect that was common from his other life 
to this one. Then he shook it off, put the final dish in the dish drain, and wiped his hands on the faded 
dishtowel that hung over the rack. It was time to go. 


He went into his room and rifled through the stack of twenties he'd been saving from the disability checks. 
He'd given most of it to his mother, but he'd kept some. He brushed his long hair out of his eyes, frustrated 
that it kept falling in front of his face. He left his room and went to his parents' room, searching through the 
top drawer of his mother's dresser. She had folded up red and blue bandanas with the typical design, the white 
paisley swirls, and he wrapped it around his forehead, preventing his hair from falling into his eyes. 


It was mid-afternoon, the sun bright in his eyes as he left the house and headed toward the bus station to 
check out times and prices for his trip to LA, or the closest town to LA. He could have just called but he 
needed to walk, he needed to get out of that dim and depressing house where all his memories were comprised 


of pain. 


The minutes in the hours were ticking down to when he was leaving. He hadn't told his parents yet because in 
this reality they were very protective of him, they wanted to know where he went every time he left the 
house. He couldn't stay here like this, being treated like a child, idling away every day, his brain turning to 


mush on the prescribed drugs he was taking. In his room his bags were packed. 


He sat slumped on the end of the couch watching the news. The terrible images paraded before his eyes and 
he thought of the "Welcome to the Jungle" video where he had incorporated something like that, a little 
"Clockwork Orange" imagery, and that had been Izzy's idea because that was his favorite book and movie. He 
glanced at the clock. It was time. He remembered what he used to say before a lot of the early shows at the 


LA. clubs, "It's time, motherfuckers," 


He stood up, looking at his parents, their eyes dazed and drugged by the TV. despite the violent images. Opiate 


of the masses. 
‘lm leaving," he said, and his mother turned her head slowly toward him. 


"Where are you going?" she said, and he took a deep breath. When he had been W. Axl Rose he never lied, even 
if people didn't like what he said. It was always the truth. He felt the lies in this life, how it was all lies. That 


was over now. 
'LA' 

His mother sat up straight and his father turned his head to look at him. 
"What?" she said, the beginnings of alarm stretching her features. 


‘lm leaving here, I'm going to Los Angeles," he said, his feet planted apart, ready to fight. He'd fight them 


tooth and nail to leave. 


"No you're not," his father said, swiftly, his tone indicating there would be no arguing. Axl closed his eyes, 
remembering being a kid, a teenager, and hearing that same tone before getting beaten. But he wasn't a kid or 


a teenager anymore. He was 31 years old and he'd already wasted so much time. 

"Yeah, | am. You can't stop me," he said, tilting his chin up so he was looking down on them. 

"Bill, you're..you're sick..you can't go that far away, you..you need us," his mother said, her voice faltering, and 
Axl almost wanted to feel bad for her, but she was the one who let him get beaten and raped by these men 
in her life and she knew it and she did nothing to stop it. He closed his eyes for a moment and pinched the 
bridge of his nose. He knew she was young when he was born but that didn't excuse her. She should have 
given him up for adoption if she couldn't handle it. Maybe he would have had a better life. 

"No, I'm not. I'm, it's not what you think. l'm leaving, l'm sorry," he said, and he saw that they both remained 
sitting and weren't going to try and overpower him and keep him here. He was tensed, his muscles like piano 


wires, thinking his father might try and hit him to make him stay. He glanced at them one more time before 
going to his room to get his bags and his jacket, and taking off. 


He walked from one cone glow of white street light to the next, and in the distance he saw someone walking 


toward him, the head bent in a familiar way, hands in his pockets. Izzy. 

He had a bag slung over his shoulder and Axl blinked at him in the dim light. 

"Hey, Bill," Izzy said. 

"Hey," Axl said, feeling relief flood his cells at the thought that Izzy was going to go with him. 


| thought about what you said, and you're, you're right. The factory job is shit, and it's just playing it safe. 
That isn't any way to live. Shit, | should have known that..it just kind of felt like | couldn't leave before," 


Axl nodded, thinking maybe in this reality Izzy couldn't go because he couldn't, either. Maybe Izzy's departure 


to LA. hinged on his, Axl's, ability to join him. He smiled a little. 

"Cool bandana," Izzy said. 

"Thanks," he said, "oh, and Izzy?" 

"Yeah?" 

"I fucking hate the name Bill, you know? I'm changing my name," Izzy raised his eyebrows. 
"Oh, yeah? To what?" 


"Ax 
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The bus rattled across the country, rocking slightly, and Axl felt lulled by the motion For the first time since 
he woke up tied down to that hospital bed, he felt almost hopeful, like he'd been tunneling underground and just 
now saw a glimpse of sun He'd sleep, leaning his head against the glass or on Izzy's shoulder. Sometimes, in a 
half sleep, the sun shining on his face through the window, he'd think he was on a tour bus. 


"Axl, hey," Izzy shook him awake. Izzy had adjusted to his new name very easily, and Axl felt better being 
called by his proper name and not "Bill" anymore. Bill Bailey had been buried long ago, and he hadn't been very 
happy when some turn of fate resurrected him. 


"Yeah, are we there?" he said, still asleep enough that he didn't know where the "there" was, and then he sat 
up and remembered. They were headed to LA. 


"No, not yet, but we should get up, you know, get something to eat..." Izzy said. 


Outside the bus they both lit up cigarettes, and Axl gazed out over the desert town they had stopped in to 
disgorge passengers and to absorb others. It was so hot here, there was a shimmery heat haze across the 
road. He'd almost forgotten this desert feeling. In his other life he had never quite adjusted to it, he was hot 
all the time, especially on stage. In the early stage shows he wore what he thought was cool and stylistically 
appropriate, tight black leather pants and ass-less chaps and snakeskin cowboy boots. But he'd always strip 
most of it off, except the leather pants that were like an oven encasing him. Later on he had found the 
lightweight biking shorts and stretch pants, and by that time the style and aesthetic was established, so he 


could wear what he wanted. 


"Hungry?" Izzy said. They were at a bus stop that was outside a convenience store, and he nodded, trusting 
Izzy to get them something acceptable while he finished his cigarette. In the other universe Izzy had already 
taken off by this point, too many things were wrong to even pinpoint, but he had walked and hadn't looked back. 
Axl smiled a little, knowing that he had this different time with him now, and maybe he wouldn't make the 


same mistakes as before. 


He squinted against the sun, and ate the convenience store sandwich when Izzy brought it over to him. 


It was late the next night when the bus rattled into the LA. bus stop. Axl licked his lips, remembering this 
from when he did it the first time in 1980. Not much had changed, there were still the same scumbags 
hanging around, trying to rip you off or charge you for directions, there were still the cops hanging around 
trying to hassle you. He followed Izzy off the bus and almost immediately had to put his hand up, shaking his 


head no at whatever rip off joint or line of coke or fake Rolex watch they were offering him. 


He could smell the churros and the street food and the exhaust from a million cars, he could see the plastic 


surgery carved up faces of women who thought they were attractive, he saw the hope and desperation that 
saturated this place like no other. He glanced at Izzy, taking it all in as though he hadn't seen it a thousand 
times. Oh, yeah. He was home. 


Chapter 26 


They had enough money for a few nights in a cheap motel, a cheap Hollywood motel. They checked in and Axl 
fell onto the bed, amazed at the familiarity of this. These cheap thin mattresses and over washed, rough 
cotton sheets. He smoothed his palms over the sheet and watched Izzy lean against a wall and light up a 
cigarette. The old Izzy he had known in his other life would have snuck off to the bathroom to fix himself a 
shot. Maybe this Izzy would be heroin free. 


"Hey, Iz?" he said, his eyes closing gently, his breathing trying to deepen to sleep. 
"Yeah, Ax?" he said, and Axl opened his eyes with some effort and sat up, leaning on his elbows. 


"There's a lot of drugs out here, you know? And, uh, | think you should stay away from heroin. It's dangerous. 
| know the teachers in Indiana would say that, and everything they said was bullshit, but | think they were 
right about that one. Once it gets you it doesn't want to let go," 


Izzy stared at him through the smoke from his cigarette, and Axl cleared his throat, not feeling that 
comfortable with this preaching role, much as he liked to tell people what to do, but it hadn't really been about 
drugs, not in the beginning. 


‘I've seen these things, and | know it might seem like | haven't, like | haven't been anywhere but a fucking nut 


ward, but | know what l'm talking about. Heroin will try and take your soul," 


He remembered when he had been so desperate about the rampant drug use in the band around the Rolling 
Stones shows in ‘84, when he saw every last one of them slipping away and he didn't know how to get them 
back. He remembered delivering that ultimatum on the stage with the Stones, about certain members of the 
band dancing with Mr. Brownstone, and he remembered the audience staring at him with these clueless 
expressions, but everyone in the band got it, except maybe Steven who was too far gone at that point, and 


they all resented him for saying it. 
‘Ive never done heroin," Izzy said, blowing the smoke into a lazy ring. 


"I know, but it has this allure, this promise to take the pain away and to make you feel so fucking good, and it 
does that at first, but it wears you down, and the good feeling goes away until you have to take it just to feel 
normal, just to not shake and sweat and puke, and that's when you become a slave to it. You plan everything 

around it, you can't function without it, you spend so much money and time on it, and Izzy, it isn't worth it. It 


isn't," 


He's sitting up now and feeling absurdly close to crying. Everything wasn't perfect in his Axl Rose life, and now 
here he was again in LA. with all the drugs and all the sex and all the everything all the time. He wondered if 
"Appetite for Destruction’ would have been the same record without the heroin, and maybe it wouldn't have 


been. Maybe their addictions and their desperation and their abject poverty made that record what it was. 


There was a phrase he remembered from that time that chilled him, "no fixed address" which meant 


homeless, and they'd all been strung out homeless drug addicts at one point. 

And could he really recreate "Appetite for Destruction’? Was that what he even wanted to do? He'd always 
wanted to bury Appetite, once it became clear what a phenomenon it was. Now there was no Appetite to bury. 
Could he, and Izzy, and the possibly non-existent Slash and Duff and Steven create something in this time, this 
1993 time? 

"Have you done it?" Izzy said, giving him that critical look of his. 

"Yeah," Axl said, his voice thick, on the edge of embarrassed. 

"You shot up heroin?" Izzy pressed. 

"Yeah," 

"When?" Izzy said, leaning over to try and peer into his eyes. Axl turned away. 

‘In, in the 80's, you know, before we hit it big," 

"Who hit it big?" 

Had he never told Izzy about the whole thing? Guns N' Roses and "Appetite for Destruction’ and all of it? 


‘Izzy, I'm tired, | don't want to talk about it now," he said, laying down again, trying to recapture that almost 
falling asleep feeling. It had gone away. 


"What have | done?" Izzy said out loud, but it sounded like he was talking to himself. 
‘| came to LA. with some mentally ill delusional nutcase..." 
The anger, that familiar anger sparked inside his belly and he sat up, his eyes blazing. 


"Is that what you think?" he said. 


chapter 21 


"| don't know, Axl," Izzy said, shaking his head. Axl stood up, staring at him. 


‘lm not crazy.." he said, but he looked away, toward the window and the cheap neon lights he could see outside 


of it, and he heard the familiar sounds of the Hollywood streets, the sirens and the screams. 


Axl stood in the bathroom, the door locked for no real reason, but he didn't want Izzy coming in He held the 
bottle of pills, the magic antipsychotic meds that kept him in this world as Bill Bailey, an out of work mentally 
ill nothing. He took the cap off the pills and tilted the contents toward the sink with the drain in the center, the 


slight rust around it. He could pour them all into the Hollywood sewer system. 


If he dumped the pills what would happen? Would he be back in the other world where Guns N' Roses was 
fraying at the seams? Where Izzy had left and wasn't looking back? Where Duff and Slash were going to die of 
something, alcohol or drugs or both? Did he want to be back in that world with the stifling fame and the 
users and hangers-on, with the vultures trying to sue him for anything they could think of? Did he want to 


be back in that world where every relationship he tries to have implodes in anger and violence and betrayal? 


He had been taking these pills faithfully since he was let out of the hospital. At first his mother made sure of 
it, giving him the pill and watching him take it. He felt like he was six years old. But she let him take over, 
trusting that he would take them, and he did. 


He tilted the bottle upright and the pills slid back to rest on each other on the bottom. He shook them, hearing 
the noise as they all moved against each other. He stared at himself in the mirror, the bandana still wrapped 
around his forehead but it had slipped down low, and he untied it and threw it to the floor. He stared into his 
eyes in the mirror, the green eyes that had looked blue on a million magazine covers, and they looked brown on 
a million more. He didn't need that fantasy, delusional world anymore. He could do this again. He gripped the edge 
of the sink and leaned toward his reflection, and his reflection nodded at him. He slipped a pill into his hand and 


swallowed it with sink water. 


He ignored Izzy for the rest of the night, but he listened as he played his guitar, snatches of the rhythm 
section of so many of their songs. Sometimes he'd sing the part, knowing that Izzy was listening and forming 
his own ideas of what they could do with the music. He knew Izzy was glad to be let out of the chains of that 
factory. He went to sleep, exhausted from travelling so far cramped up in that seat of the bus, eating too 
little and smoking too much. It was enough that they were here. Tomorrow they could work on the songs and 
try to get gigs, and try to find the others. Finding the others scared him, and he shuddered before he fell 


asleep. 


"Wake up," he felt a jolt, and he opened one eye and stared at the bright room, the sun streaming in full force. 
The sun here was different, brighter and closer, not faded like Indiana. He felt the jolt again. Izzy kicked the bed 


he was sleeping in. 
"What? Jesus, I'm up," he said. He felt overwhelmingly tired, almost unable to open his eyes. 
"We only have one more day here, Axl. Then we'll be on the streets,’ 


"Don't worry about it, we did it before," he mumbled, falling back into a lazy dream where Slash threw his top 


hat out over the crowd like it was a Frisbee. 


"What is that, huh? We didn't do anything before, we've never left fucking Indiana before, okay, Axl? Wake up, 


we have to figure shit out," 
"Okay," he said, sitting up and rubbing his eyes. Izzy took an anxious drag on his cigarette, and Axl noticed for 
the first time a difference in the personality of this Izzy as opposed to the one who went to California right 


out of high school and became a junkie. This one was way more cautious and worried. 


"Don't worry, man, itll all work out," Axl said. 


chapter 28 


Izzy had taken off to look for a job. Axl stood on the edge of a beach, the white sand powdery under his 
sneakers. He felt that air, that salt, negative ion charged air that he longed for in Indiana, that he actually 
craved. He lit a cigarette, cupping his hand against the sea breeze. It felt good to be here but he knew, he 
remembered how tough it could be. No one wanted to give you a job being a waiter or renting fucking videos, 
never mind letting you be a rock star. At some level it wasn't about people letting them do that, it was taking 
it, making it happen. He closed his eyes and thought about that night he sang karaoke in Indiana, the way his 
voice did what it was trained to do, the way the growls and the shrieks just came. 


Would the drugs get them and destroy them again? Maybe it was too late for Slash and Duff and Steven, if 
they existed at all. Kurt Cobain existed, he thought to himself, Izzy existed, he existed Why wouldn't they? 


He thought about the drugs, the way he had thought it was no big deal and that the adults in Indiana who had 
rammed things down his throat, like his parents and the teachers and the preachers, telling him drugs were 
evil and would ruin his life, he had thought they were full of bullshit. He remembered coming out here and 
doing all the drugs he pleased, until he saw certain things. He saw people shoot up so much that the veins in 
their arms turned black. He saw people get AIDS from tainted needles. He saw people have heart attacks after 
doing a Tupperware bowl full of cocaine. Even alcohol could be bad. It could almost be the worst of the lot 
despite the fact that it was peddled during every commercial break. Hey, it's Miller time, right? If you've got 
the time they've got the beer. But he's seen it wear people down and wear them away, slur their speech and 
make them bloated shadows of who they used to be. He saw all those drugs drain the creativity and 
camaraderie that had been in his band, the band poised to take the mantle from the Rolling Stones and 
Aerosmith, the band poised on the edge of everything. He saw the drugs take that all away. 


When Izzy wasn't with him he was afraid he was falling into old ways, heroin ways. He shaded his eyes as he 
looked toward the sun, the flashes of sunlight reflected on the smooth surface of the Pacific. He finished his 
cigarette and tossed it, and headed back toward the city to find Izzy. 


"No luck," Izzy said, smoking, sipping a long necked bottle of beer. They had a case and Axl sipped one, too. He 
hadn't abstained from drugs completely, although he had ended up avoiding the hard drugs, but even back 
when he indulged in the hard drugs he never allowed himself to have a habit. He'd drink a beer or two if he 
felt like it. The difference was he wouldn't wake up and drink so he wouldn't shake, he wouldn't drink all day and 
then really drink at night, with one shot following another. 


It was night and they were back at the hotel, sitting near the window and feeling the cool night air as they 
sipped their beers. 


"Yeah, you'll have luck tomorrow," he said, tipping the bottle back and taking a long swallow. The sat in silence 
for a while, and Axl tilted his head, hearing the familiar sound of the city at night. 


Let's go out," Axl said, swallowing the rest of his beer. Izzy shrugged and they headed out, and the streets 
were familiar to Axl, as familiar to him as his own neighborhood back in Indiana. He knew the cheapest clubs 
and the ones with no cover, the ones where strippers hung out and would buy you a drink if you were 


desperate enough. 


"Let's go here," Axl said, stopping at a familiar club that never charged a cover, and he heard the familiar 
whine of a lead guitar before they even stepped inside. Izzy followed him inside and they wound their way to 
the bar, and the band that was playing on the small stage wasn't very good, all except for the lead guitarist, 


whose mass of long curly black hair obscured his face. 
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Slash. Axl leaned back against the bar and stared up at the stage. The first club they went to and he was 
here. How was that even possible? Axl stared, watching Slash's fingers move across the guitar strings the way 
he had a thousand times before, and the events of what he now considered his other life intruded behind his 
eyes, Slash falling down drunk in hotel hallways, Slash telling him he didn't like all the ballads and he didn't like 
the back up singers. He heard Slash's voice so clear in his head, "Axl, just shut up and sing!" He took a deep 


breath, feeling dizzy, holding onto the edge of the bar so he wouldn't fall. 


"You okay?" Izzy, shouting to be heard over the whine and roar of the music, and Axl didn't think he was okay. 
He felt dizzy and had to turn his head so he couldn't see Slash anymore, but he could still hear him. He 
remembered listening to him play in the run down slum pads they were always in, the music pulling him in, 


pulling on something inside of him and he knew, in ‘85 and ‘86, that they could be great. 


"Yeah," he said, too quietly in all the noise for Izzy to hear him, but he read the word on his lips and nodded, 
his black spiky hair getting longer now, moving slightly as he nodded his head 


Axl pushed his hair back from his forehead and turned to the stage again, seeing the familiar way Slash 
slouched over the guitar, the familiar shake of his head and the way his black curls bounced. It was so fucking 
familiar. He considered the possibility that he was just crazy, that he'd imagined it all, a firm and fixed delusion, 
wasn't that what the doctors at the hospital had called it? Axl Rose, Guns N' Roses, the tours, the fame, the 


money, the super models, it was all a fantasy in his crumbling mind and misfiring synapses. 


"I gotta go, I'm gonna go outside for a minute,’ he yelled to Izzy and he didn't wait for a response. He pushed 
his way through the bodies to the door and breathed in the air in gulps, and the music was diminished on the 
sidewalk but he could still hear Slash's guitar playing, cutting cleanly through the noise. 


"Fuck," he said under his breath as he dug a cigarette out of his pocket, the pack nearly slipping from his 
fingers. He lit it, seeing the way his hands were shaking. That was Slash. How could he have imagined this? 


"Where the hell did you disappear to?" Izzy said, suddenly next to him and lighting a cigarette of his own. Axl 
looked at him, his oldest friend He remembered how Izzy would shoot up just enough heroin to maintain, and it 


didn't seem to be a problem for a while unless he ran out. 


He squinted his eyes at him, trying to remember if he'd told him about Slash. Had he even told him about any 
of it? He couldn't remember. He thought he'd brought some of it up the first night they were here but he 


was so bone tired he wasn't sure, but he had, hadn't he? He told him when they were talking about heroin, and 
he'd told him he had tried heroin before they made it big, and Izzy said he was crazy. Maybe that's what he 
thought, that must be what he thought. In Izzy's reality he'd been in and out of hospitals all through his 
twenties. 


‘Izzy, do you think l'm crazy?" Axl said, looking down, tapping the toe of his boot against a crack in the sidewalk. 
"What?" 
"Do you think I'm crazy?" he said, looking up at him, looking into his eyes. 


"No," he said, holding his gaze for a second before looking across the street, following the gray trail of his 


smoke. 


Axl took one last drag on his cigarette and thought about telling Izzy he wanted to get out of here, go back to 
the roach motel and just sleep. It seemed too much to tell him about Slash. He could still hear Slash's guitar 
playing from inside the club, and now he heard the lead guitar part of "Nightrain", and he squinted his eyes at 
the door of the club, blocked by people. 


"Let's get out of here," Axl said, tossing his cigarette into the street and he started walking, certain that lzzy 


would follow. 


chapter 30 


Axl sat near the window in the hotel room, taking deep drags of his cigarette, feeling the neon lights that 
flashed outside hitting him, changing colors behind his eyes. Seeing Slash upset him more than he thought it 
would. He'd come here to find him, to find all of them, to recreate shit, to make his life what it was supposed 
to be. Hadn't he? He watched the way the smoke twirled away to join the rest of the smog, the gritty 
dirtiness of this part of Hollywood He remembered how desperately poor he was before he was filthy rich, 
the days and nights scrounging up food and cigarettes and drugs, the drifting from one sad rundown friend's 
apartment to the next, the few nights of sleeping on the streets, thinking he'd get mugged or raped or killed or 
all three. 


"What's up?" Izzy said, putting a hand on his shoulder, making him jump. 


"Nothing," he said, squinting at Izzy through the smoke. How could he explain to Izzy what he didn't understand 
himself? 


"If we don't find jobs tomorrow we're out of here," Izzy said, and Axl couldn't tell if he was referring to this 
hotel room or California. The old Izzy wouldn't have packed it in so quickly. What would the old Axl have done? 
He was thinking if Izzy wasn't the same he probably wasn't, either. He wasn't. In his other life the mental 
illness psychiatrists seemed to think he had was bipolar, and in this life it was schizophrenia. There were other 
differences. He could feel them. He wasn't as quick to get angry and violent as the other Axl was. Would Slash 
be different, too? He'd have to find out. 


"Yeah, we will, don't worry about it," he told Izzy as he flicked his cigarette butt out across the alley, the tiny 
red sparks exploding against the building. 


The sky was blindingly blue, it almost undulated away, no smog this morning. Axl stared up into it, thinking of 
shows with audiences surging toward the stage, the sounds of the guitars and the bass and the drums 


wrapping around him, his voice cutting clean through it all. 


"Yeah, what?" the guy at the counter said to him. This was a video store. He'd already grabbed applications at 
restaurants and supermarkets. He tried to envision himself in each of these jobs, his hair twisted up into a 
ponytail and hanging over the white dress shirt as he waited tables, black dress pants with a crease, a black 
apron to hold the order pad, his tattoos covered by the white sleeves. Or bagging groceries, his name in white 
on the red nametag on a cotton white shirt, thinking of the order of things, nothing on top of bread and eggs, 
non-food items in a separate bag, not mixed with food items. Or this video store, nagging people about overdue 
videos and ones that needed to be rewound. Collecting late fees, ringing up pornos. Narrowing his eyes and 


hiding a smile as he saw what kinky thing they were into. 


"Uh, can | have an application?" he said, and the guy reached under the desk to grab him one. 


"We're supposed to be out today, we don't have any more money," Izzy said, glancing off to the side, smoking 
another cigarette, sipping a beer. Axl held his stack of applications and filled some of them out. 


"Jesus, Izzy, its one fucking day! No one's gonna do anything. So we stayed an extra day? We can pay when we 
get the money. Isn't it better than sleeping on the streets?" he said, lighting up another cigarette of his own 
He took a drag and then coughed, a deep hacking cough that scared him, made him think of quitting. 


"Yeah, | guess," he said. 


"Good. Now fill out your applications," Axl said, leaning over his, his hair obscuring his face from Izzy's view. 


chapter 3l 


Dropping off applications and picking up new ones, that was what their days consisted of, and the tedium of it 
was starting to aggravate Axl, he started to feel the stirring of his old temper. He walked along, kicking little 
stones out of his way, brushing by people too harshly, rocking as their shoulders slammed into his. He clenched 
his hands into tight fists. He remembered that temper he had in his other life, the way the anger would 
center around him and then spin out, to other people, to framed glass pictures, even to expensive baby grand 
pianos he'd shove out of windows, hearing the satisfying crack of the wood and the groan of the strings that 
hooked up to the black and white keys. He tried to remember his goal, and it wasn't riches and fame and all 
that bullshit. It was art and the ability to do that art without worrying about rent and these little shit jobs. 


He was worrying, though, about money, about Izzy. He kept watching him for the telltale signs of heroin use, 
the nodding off, the weight loss, the scratching at his skin with hairbrushes, the tint of yellow in the whites of 
his eyes. So far he didn't see any of that. Izzy was clean 


At night they went to clubs and bars where bands were playing, looking for Slash and Duff and Steven. Slash 
was here and playing guitar, he knew that. Duff could be anywhere, in Seattle for all he knew. Steven could be 
anywhere, and his thoughts got darker when he thought of Steven, remembering his rampant drug use that 
couldn't be controlled. Izzy had been a heroin addict and Slash and Duff were alcoholics with heroin and coke 
marbled in, but they could at least function enough to play and record songs. Steven, though. He could hardly 


talk He was incoherent and unable to function. Axl feared where he might be. 


They were at a bar that had a back area with a barbeque, a band shoved on a tiny stage against the wooden 
fence, tables with umbrellas dotting the area Slash wasn't here, neither was Duff or Steven. Axl gripped his 
beer, his fingers turning white. This was like trying to find needles in a fucking haystack. He should have spoken 
to Slash when he had the chance. 


Izzy stood next to him, smoking and holding his beer lightly in one hand, looking nonchalant and cool like the Izzy 
he remembered, not this new, uptight version They were out back where the band was, an out of tune band 
with a singer who sounded like he was just talking half the time in some lazy, Bob Dylan half assed way, and 
Axl squinted his eyes at them. There were little knots of people out here, everyone clutching a drink, most 
people smoking. Axl was gazing at the smoke twirling up to the sky when a girl came over to him, a girl with 


long dark curly hair and blue eyes, a tiny button nose. 
"Hi," she said, tilting her head down, looking up, something he remembered well. 


"Erin?" he said, his eyes widening in surprise and her name was out of his mouth before he could think about 


it. Now her eyes widened in soft shock. 


"Yeah. How did you know?" she said, and he looked at her, the perfect planes of her face, the way her hair 
tumbled down over her shoulders. He remembered how he had desperately loved her, how he wanted her to 


fix everything for him, to be the mother he never had, to be the perfect person to complete him and when 


she couldn't live up to that he had exploded, so many times. He could still see her tear streaked face, he heard 
her voice screeching at him, begging him to stop fighting with her but he couldn't. He couldn't. 


"Uh, | don't know," he said, glancing at her quick and then looking away. 
‘Its weird because, | thought you looked familiar, but | don't know you. Do |?" she said. 
"No, you don't," he said, "I'm Axl," 


Slash. They found him again, this time at a different club with a different band. Axl leaned against the bar and 
listened to the familiar whine of his guitar. That could be good, maybe he wasn't in any band, he just filled in 


here and there. 

He felt nervous, and when he was nervous it was all in his stomach. It ached and felt like it was twisted in 
knots, and he hoped the shots with the beer chasers would make those knots go away. He felt the way you did 
before an oral talk, sitting there in your desk sweating it out as each kid went before you, your index cards 
getting all sweaty from your hands. 

He was waiting for that moment when the band left the stage and Slash would saunter toward the back, he 
planned to intercept him at that moment. He brushed his long red hair out of his eyes and hitched up his 
jeans, which were starting to hang on him a little. Back in his other life at this time he was eating better and 
more often than he was able to now. 


"Fuck," he said under his breath, and Izzy turned to him. 


"What's the matter?" he said, concern clear in his hazel brown eyes. Axl remembered that when Izzy was 


strung out he was never concerned with anything except getting his next fix. 

"Nothing," he said, turning from Izzy to watch Slash. 

The moment came late in the night, the band was finished and they left the stage, and Axl set his beer down 
on the bar and headed over, trying not to think He caught Slash just as he was about to disappear down some 
back hallway. Axl touched his arm, feeling the slick leather of his jacket beneath his fingers. 

"Hey, man," Axl said, swallowing hard, not feeling the least bit drunk despite all the alcohol he had ingested. 
"Hey," Slash said, stopping, his tone politely inquisitive. 


"Uh, do you want to have a drink with me and my friend?" 


Slash thought about it, Axl could feel him thinking about it. He shook his head, getting his thick black curls out 


of his eyes for a second before they fell right back. Then he shrugged. 


"Yeah, sure, whatever," he said in that lazy surfer way, and Axl felt the knots in his stomach loosen for the 


first time since he'd walked in here and saw Slash hunched over his imitation Les Paul guitar. 


chapter 32 


Axl had a full beer in front of him that he didn't plan to drink much of. Izzy had a beer, and Slash had a beer 
and a shot, of Jack Daniels. So that hadn't changed. They'd all introduced themselves, and ordered their drinks, 
and Axl fidgeted in his seat, wondering how to do this. 


"Man, your guitar playing is amazing," he said, lighting a cigarette, blowing the smoke out toward the crowd. 
Slash ducked his head, his curls setting more firmly in front of his eyes. He had never done well with praise, 
but Axl meant it as much in this life as his other one. The guy could play. 


"Me and Izzy, we have a band, well, we're looking to put one together," Axl said, tapping his ashes into the little 
tinfoil ashtray. 


"Oh, yeah? Well, what do you play?" Slash said, his voice still lazy, still sounding like the veqged out surfers 
down at Venice Beach. Izzy was being quiet. He was naturally quiet, especially around new people, which Axl 


supposed Slash was now. He was new. 


"I sing and play the piano, Izzy does the rhythm guitar," When he said piano he saw the little wrinkle in Slash's 
expression, and he closed his eyes and remembered when things had all fallen apart, how Slash had badgered 
him about the piano and the back-up singers and the horn section, about everything that diverted from 
straight blues rock n roll. 


"Yeah, | don't know about a band, | fill in here and there and do some session work," he said. Axl glanced toward 
the door and he saw a tall blond with shining platinum hair and a short black skirt. He looked back at Slash, 
trying to see his half shut eyes. 


"Yeah, | mean, we just moved here from Indiana, | don't have a piano, | just know how to play one. | think you 
should come by and jam with us, though. You don't have to make a commitment, just check it out. You never 
know," Axl said, trying to manipulate things so Slash wouldn't close the door entirely. He knew he liked the 
gamble of things, taking risks. 


"Maybe. Yeah, | might come check it out," he said, lighting his cigarette, sipping his beer. Axl breathed a sigh of 


relief. 


It was set, Slash was going to come by and jam with them in a few days. Axl stood at a payphone, nervously 
twisting a scrap of paper with a phone number on it between his fingers. It was Erin's number. He wasn't sure 
if he dared call her, if he wanted to risk all that drama and desiccation and being brought right down to the 
bone. Their relationship had been rough and he felt he almost didn't survive it. But that was then, that was 
another life. Maybe this time he could make it right. He dropped his quarters into the slot and dialed the 


numbers quick, before he could chicken out. 


They were at one of those cheap burger places on the strip, he'd managed to scrounge up enough money for 
this date. A date. She was so beautiful, how could he have ever forgot? Those light blue eyes that burned into 
him, her corkscrew curly dark hair that tumbled in waves, that cascaded down her back and around her 


shoulders, her shy smiles, her button nose. Erin He couldn't help but stare. 


"God, its so weird, | feel like | know you. Do you..do you feel that way, too?" she said, tilting her head, twirling 
a piece of her hair around her index finger. Axl brushed his hair from his forehead and gazed at her. If she 
only knew the half of it, but she seemed to be more aware of their previous association than either Slash or 


Izzy were. 


"Yeah, | do," he said, his voice deep and rough, catching on itself. 


Slash showed up at their hotel room with his guitar slung over his shoulder, and Izzy watched him with his 
watchful gaze. Axl felt nervous with Slash here, with Slash around them and it was closer when he was here, 


there were three of them so far. Where were the other two? 


Izzy grabbed his guitar, seeming to feel more comfortable now that he could hide behind it. He played a few 
bars of "Patience" and Slash swung his guitar around, grasping the neck, and played the middle bridge of 
"You're Crazy" and Axl watched them, hearing the bits of the songs he knew so well. Then they both began to 
play a stripped down version of "Nightrain" and Axl heard it, waiting for his part to sing. When it came he 
stepped into the center of the room and screamed it out, the high pitched frantic part of "Nightrain’ his back 


arched, his hair falling away from his face in that stance. 
"tm on the Night train, never to return!" 
Izzy and Slash stopped playing and stared at him, and he was breathing hard, looking back at them. 


"Holy shit, man! You sing like a fucking tape getting eaten, but in tune," Slash said, and Axl had heard him say 


that before. He was never sure if it was a compliment. 


"That's fucking amazing," Slash said, flipping his hair out of his eyes and searching out Axl's eyes, and their 


gazes locked for second, and Axl knew Slash was in. 


Chapter 33 


Erin had just snuck up on him, being at that bar, being here with him now. She tilted her head and smiled at 
him just like she used to do, and she leaned her head on his shoulder as he put his arm around her and pulled 
her closer to him. He could always close his eyes and see the other times, the other life, the fights, her tear 


streaked face, the rage that slipped through his hands. 


"IFs like | missed you before | even met you," she said, her voice low and husky, and he thought of the songs 
her father would sing. She was rock n'roll royalty, but he knew her father had been a falling down drunk 


alcoholic and left early on. 


"Yeah, it's weird, | missed you, too," He leaned in toward her and kissed her lips, gently at first, and then 


harder, feeling her yield beneath him. 


Izzy was up and waiting for him when he slipped into the hotel room. 
"Hey, man," he said, still feeling the tingle of Erin's kisses on his lips. 


"Axl, we're fucking broke. They're kicking us out," he said, and Axl could tell he was controlling himself. He 
wanted to scream at him and possibly hit him, but he kept his hands clenched in tight fists by his sides. 


"Yeah, so?" 


"So? So, what the fuck? Where are we gonna go? Do you want to sleep on the streets and get fucking mugged 


or shot or something?" 


"No, we'll figure something out," he said, trying to be calm but Izzy's panic was making him angry. Izzy from 
his other life wasn't like this, but maybe he had been and used heroin to be calm, to not care. Who fucking 


knew? 


"What, Axl? What are we gonna figure out? We can't even get jobs making fucking burgers at some fast food 


joint, we are out of money, do you get that? | never should have done this, | never should have left Indiana.” 


That was it, his calmness cracked all to pieces and he could feel that anger like he used to feel it, wild and 
uncontrollable. 


"God damn it, Izzy! It will be fine! Don't you think we can fucking do this? We'll get this band together and we'll 
get gigs, and we'll fucking build up a following but it isn't going to happen overnight! It takes fucking work and 
commitment and shit like that! Jesus Christ, Izzy! So we sleep on the streets for a few nights, it's not that big 
a deal. Suck it up!" 


He stared at him, breathing hard, feeling like he wanted to smash everything within reach and throw things 
out the window just to hear the way they split apart. 


They were crashing at Slash's place, and Axl wasn't exactly talking to Izzy. That comment about Indiana had 
bugged him, and it nagged at him. Maybe this wasn't going to work, maybe Izzy was right and they shouldn't 
have left Indiana. He could keep working at that factory while he stayed a mental patient living with his parents, 
what the fuck? 


The jamming with Slash was going great, and even Izzy seemed to see that, playing the parts around Slash's 
lead, and Axl's voice fit in and above what they played perfectly, just like it used to when they'd first found 
each other in the mid-80's. But more and more Axl wanted Duff and Steven to be here, too. They would 

complete it and then they could write the songs and get the gigs and recreate the whole glorious thing, but 


right this time, no mistakes, no drugs, no egos. 


Slash was tuning his guitar and Axl drank water from a plastic bottle, feeling the way his hair stuck to his 
face and he brushed it aside. 


"Do you know anyone named Duff? Duff McKagan?" Axl said, thinking it was a long shot. Who knew where Duff 


was. 
"No," Slash shook his head, not looking up. 

"How about Steven Adler," 

Now Slash looked up, the black curls falling away from his face, and he looked quizzically at Axl. 

"Steven Adler? Yeah, | know him. Why?" He was looking sharply at Axl, and Axl swallowed hard. 

"Uh, | heard he played the drums and | thought, | just thought he could jam with us or whatever..! don't know," 
he said, feeling like he was lying to Slash, like he should tell him about the life they had lived in some other 
dimension. 


Slash turned away from him, back to his guitar. 


"Yeah, well, we were in a band back in like ‘85 or something, but it never took off and Stevie ended up leaving 


the scene. Last | heard he was working as a paralegal at some law firm and going to law school," 


Axl's mouth opened and he stared at the top of Slash's head. If any one of them might be dead in this strange 
world he figured it might be Steven. His addictions were more powerful than he was, he was a slave to them, 


he couldn't stop himself. Axl had watched it over and over, he'd sat with him hooked up to all kinds of tubes 


and shit in hospital beds all over the city. Now he had a job? At a law firm? He was working his way through 


school? 


"Where? Do you know where he works?" Axl said, gripping the water bottle tightly, feeling the slippery plastic 
beneath his fingers. 


"Yeah, Century City, that huge office building downtown. He works there," 


Axl stood outside the Century City office building, trying to imagine Steven inside doing actual work. He closed 
his eyes and remembered the push and pull swing of his drumming, and he could almost feel it again. Man, how 


their songs needed that drumming of his, that useless drug addict. 


He went inside, feeling the blast of the air conditioning, feeling the coolness of the marble floors and gold 
trimmed elevators. Where in this massive building was he? He'd find him. 


He asked a few receptionists, their dark shiny hair pulled up into neat twists, tasteful eye shadow clinging to 
their eyelids, a dark layer of wax lipstick on their lips. Their eyes widened and he felt self-conscious about his 
jeans slipping off his bony hips, the tattered T-shirt, the tattoos on his biceps, his hair hanging past his 
shoulders. They finally directed him to the office where Steven worked, and he went there, determined to get 


him, to make him a part of his success again. 


He pushed on the door that lead to the office where Steven was working, feeling the smooth sanded wood 
beneath his hand, feeling the plush carpet beneath his boots. He saw him dressed in a suit, his blond fluffy 
ridiculous hair cut short, a tie knotted below his throat. Axl stepped forward. 


"Steven," he said, his voice deep, deep and thick, and Steven turned at his name, a folder in his hands, and Axl 
recognized the look Steven gave him, the look of slight distain and pity and fear. Axl looked either homeless or 
recently let out of prison to Steven, and he felt Steven's gaze crawling from the top of his greasy red hair to 


the bottom of his duct-taped cowboy boots. 


"Yes?" he said, looking faintly questioning and incredibly busy, like he wanted to quickly get this homeless drug 
addict out of the office with some pat answer about legal whatevers and get back to his work, and then hustle 
to grab a sandwich on his way to his college classes, taking notes, running a hand through his short blond hair. 


Axl wavered for a second in his single-minded pursuit. This version of Steven was a better version than he 
could ever have imagined. He didn’t look addicted to anything. Maybe he was happier this way, with school and 
hard work and a life he built for himself, not one that would spin off into fame and excess and seizures and 


strokes from all the drugs, drugs, drugs, because he couldn't stop. 


chapter 34 


Axl held the edge of the desk and stared at Steven, feeling like he couldn't breathe. He never expected this 
version of Steven, it never occurred to him that the way things were, the outrageous success and excess of 
their lives wasn't the best thing for Steven. He looked so..together. So sober. He looked like he could function. 
The last time he had seen him he could barely talk, he had been babbling incoherently. He couldn't do the 
drumming for the new albums, he couldn't tour, he was a mess. Duff and Slash and Izzy were messes, too, but 
they could function, more or less. Axl's green eyes widened as he looked at Steven, taking in the short hair, the 


crisp suit, the look of quiet determination in his eyes. 


He had never really got along with Steven, even before he completely fell apart. It was just one of those 
things, their temperaments didn't mesh well, and he had lost his temper with him more than with any of the 
others, but he still loved him. He loved him like a brother he couldn't stand. Axl bit his bottom lip and 
considered just turning around and letting him be. Maybe there were other drummers with the same sense of 
swing, other drummers who could fit in with what he was trying to create, re-create, re-invent out of 
nothing, pulling teeth with Izzy and his uptightness and Slash's laziness, maybe he could find someone else and 
let Steven have happiness in this life. 


"Hello?" Steven said, cutting through his daze. Axl snapped back to things, to the air-conditioned office, to the 
feel of the solid oak desk under his fingers. He felt the beginnings of a tension headache. 


"Uh, lim Axl..and uh, | just met Slash..." 


"Slash?" Steven said, his large goofy smile emerging for the first time, and Axl knew in that moment that he 
could get Steven to abandon all this, the job, school, the short hair, the buttoned up suit, whatever goal he had 


in mind. He would abandon it all and join them for the desert mirage he could promise him. 


"Yeah, Slash. Me and my friend Izzy have been jamming with him a litte bit lately, and uh, well." Steven's eyes 
had taken on a funny, far away look, as though these names were reminding him of the life he had never lived 
in this time zone or whatever, but like Erin he looked like he had some awareness of that other time and place. 


Axl almost shuddered, still feeling like he should walk away. 


"Anyway, Slash mentioned that you used to play the drums with him in a band a few years ago and | thought, 


| mean | figured, we could use a drummer, so if you want To come jam with us, just a few nights maybe..." 


"Yeah, that sounds cool," Steven said, and Axl nodded, strands of his greasy red hair falling in front of his eyes. 
He scribbled down Slash's phone number and handed it to him. 


"Okay," Axl said, and he turned and left, walking fast, feeling the blast of the air-conditioning once more before 
he found himself out in the blazing sun, and he squinted against it and groped for his sunglasses. 


"What the fuck is the matter with you?" he said, his eyes blazing as he watched Izzy nod forward in his chair 


and catch himself, and he was wearing his sunglasses in the dark room. 


"N-nothing," Izzy said, and Axl knew if he wrenched those stupid sunglasses off of his face he'd have the 
fucking pinpoint pupils and he wanted to kill him, he'd fucking warned him. 


"Nothing! It isn't fucking nothing! | know what you did, Izzy, | fucking know and you can't, you're not so fucking 
slick that you can trick me..fuckl" Axl grabbed the other chair, the wooden chair and hurled it across the 


room, making Izzy jump despite his drugged out stupor. 
"Axl, it's no big deal, | didn't shoot up or anything..| smoked it with Slash..." 


"Oh, yeah? It's no big deal? Overdosing and track marks and fucking not being here, being a fucking junkie loser 
is no big deal! | told you, Izzy, | told you..." He tore the framed pictures from the wall and heard them all 
shatter and crash to the floor. 


"Axl, this is Slash's shit..." 


"| don't fucking care!" He pounded his fists into the wall, feeling the plaster dust as it got all over his hands, 
feeling the crunch of his bones as he broke his fingers, his knuckles bloody. That anger he remembered was 
alive and well and off the leash, and he couldn't stop trashing the room even if he wanted to, but he wanted to 
trash Izzy's face. 


When his energy ran out like a tornado finally spinning away he crumbled to the floor and started to cry, thick 
hot tears that stung his cheeks, and he felt Izzy reaching for him and he jerked away. 


"Leave me alone," 


"What did you do?" Erin said, lightly touching his bruised knuckles and taped fingers, and he'd taken a bunch of 
Motrin and Tylenol for the dull throbbing in his hands, and she was tender with him and sorrowful, her light 
blue eyes full of sympathy, but there was something else there as well, Axl saw it. She remembered all this 
violence, the same way she had missed him before she met him, she remembered it, and there was the slight 


hint of fear in her eyes. 


"It was no big deal, | got mad at Izzy and punched some things, not his stupid fucking head, but the wall and 
stuff," he said, his voice deep and thick and scraping, gravel voice. 


"Poor baby," she said, kissing each broken finger. 


chapter 35 


When they were practicing Axl felt alive, hearing the songs he knew, he knew he knew them, they all had 
names, and he sang the lyrics that were a part of him, screeching like a demon, the sound of his voice 
volleying around the small rehearsal spaces. Slash gently hunched over the guitar, making it wail or pound, 
whatever he needed it do, and it was as effortless as Axl remembered. Izzy's melodies and sense of rhythm 
were still understated and perfect. When Steven wandered into one of their rehearsals still in his work clothes, 
his tie loosened and the top two buttons of his shirt undone, his short blond hair cropped close in back, Axl 
felt a twinge of guilt but once he started playing he knew it was right. It was what they needed. They were so 
close, they only needed Duff to complete the magic circle and it could all start again, but right this time. Axl 
held the microphone stand between verses, his chin touching his chest, exhausted. It took so much out of him 


but he needed it to. He had needed this. 


"Fuck, Izzy," he said, seeing the burnt tinfoil and the discarded lighter. He saw Izzy's slumped posture and half 
shut eyes. 


"What? It's no big deal, I'm just smoking it..'m not shooting up," Axl felt his temper slip and he clenched his 
hands into fists. 


"Oh, no? Because smoking it leads to shooting up, and shooting up leads to always needing a fix, every day, 
twice a day..Jesus," 


"You're not my fucking mother," Izzy said, looking up, more awake than Axl would have given him credit for. 
"I fucking told you! | warned youl This happened before-" 
"Before? Before when?" Izzy said, standing up, jerked out of his gentle high. 


"Before when we did this, when we were here the first time, you were a fucking junkie for years..nothing else 
mattered," Axl said, his feet spread apart, and his fists itched to connect with Izzy's face. 


"When we were here before? We were never here before, Axl. We never left Indiana," 


"We did, we were, we were in the biggest band in the fucking world, and Slash was here, and Steven, and Duff, 


all of us, and you wouldn't stop using and they were fucking junkie alcoholics and Steven almost died-" 


"Will you listen to yourself? We were not here before. You were a fucking mental case back home and you 
never left. | know what happened to you," he said, and Axl stared at him, remembering waking up in the 
hospital in Indiana, tied to a bed, trying to get away. 


"What happened?" he said, the anger turning to something else. His breathing had become quick and shallow and 
there was a roaring in his head. There was time that was unaccounted for. He knew what he thought happened 
but he didn't know the events of this new timeline. 


"We hung out all the time, remember? Smoking pot at the park with the fountain, driving down those dirt 


roads, listening to Queen? Do you remember that, Axl?" 
He nodded, feeling unable to speak, feeling all the anger melt away. 


"You started not showing up to school, you never did anything in the school, no work, no tests, nothing. Then 

one day you just stopped going, and you drank all the time and dropped acid and smoked pot, you were always 
on something. You kept getting into fights and breaking shit and the cops kept going after you and they kept 

arresting you, remember that?" Izzy was looking at him, squinting against the light but he seemed sober, the 
sweet high all burned away. 


Axl swallowed hard and nodded, but that was just how he remembered it, too. That school had nothing for him, 


it was boring him. When would his memories and Izzy's veer off? 


"You were in jail for something, breaking a window or being drunk in public, | don't remember exactly what it 
was, but you became completely psychotic, you were out of control, talking about hitch hiking to St. Louis and 
some air conditioner repair guy, talking about some biological father you thought you had, talking about LA. 
They took you out of that jail and stuck you in the mental ward. Your mother told me all the alcohol and drugs 
you took was your way of "self-medicating", she said the psychiatrists told her that because you were 
becoming delusional, losing touch with reality, hallucinating..Axl, you were a fucking mess, | went to see you 


once, man, and..you kept talking about shit that wasn't real,” 
‘It was real.." Axl said, but his voice was quiet, almost too quiet for Izzy to hear. 


"It wasn't reall None of that shit was reall We weren't here before, we didn't do this before! We were never in 


any band, whatever, what did you call it?" 
"Guns N' Roses," he said, his voice barely a whisper. 


"Yeah, Guns N' Roses, that shit isn't real, Axl! You're still, you're on meds but you're still mentally ill, 
something is wrong with youl You don't think right, and l.l don't know," 


Axl stared at him, thinking he was going to say he was going to just pack it in and head back to Indiana and his 
safe factory job and his shit hole apartment. 


"Listen, Izzy, it isn’t like that, it isn't that simple! | fucking knew about Slash, | knew about Erin, and Steven, | 
knew them before..and you and my sister called me Axl, you called me Axl before | told you..you..and that 
night | sang at that bar, Jesus, Izzy, it takes fucking years to be able to sing like that... 


Izzy looked around the room, taking in the beginnings of the squalor, the encroaching mess. 


"You sang for years, Axll At that church your dad always dragged you guys to..it was called, you sang with 
Amy and Stuart, The Bailey something.." 


"The Bailey Trio," Axl said, licking his lips. Was Izzy right? Fuck. 


"Then what about Slash, and Steven, and Erin?" he said, staring at Izzy, feeling the fine tremors in his hands 
and his aching fingers. 


"What about them?" 


"How the fuck did | know about them, huh? Because | fucking knew," Axl looked up defiantly, his lower lip 
trembling slightly. 


"You didn't, Axl. You just, you thought you knew, you see what you want to, you make these connections that 
aren't there. There are all these little things for you, these delusions that seem real to you because you can't 


tell the difference. You're sick. l'm sorry, but you are, you don't, your brain doesn't work right..and | know 


what you think," he said. 


"What do | think?" Axl said, looking at the floor, looking at the steel edge of his boots. He could see the red 


strands of his hair in front of his eyes. 


"You think there was some band we were a part of and we're going to be superstars, we're going to be rich 
and famous, like fucking Queen or Elton John or Aerosmith, you think these things and it isn't true, you're 


delusional, Axl," 


Axl looked at Izzy, his hair falling away from his eyes as he lifted his head up, and he couldn't see anything, 


there was blackness in front of his eyes. 


chapter 36 


Axl stared at his reflection in the mirror, pale skin, freckles, red hair. He blinked and looked down at the pill in 
his hand, and he heard his voice in his head, ‘what's the point?! What was the point? Izzy thought he was 
crazy. Maybe he was. Maybe it really was all in his head and it wasn't real at all, and when he thought Izzy 
and his sister called him Axl he was just hearing things, it was just auditory hallucinations, which weren't that 
uncommon. Even undiagnosed "normal" people could have them, those times they thought someone said their 


name when no one did. 


Maybe it was all for nothing, and they wouldn't make anything of this music they were fooling around with, and 
his amazing singing ability was all in his head. ‘What about the karaoke bar? What about that? That was real, 
wasn't it? Fucking Izzy was there, those people reacted just like the stadiums full of people used to. And Slash 
and Erin, did he dream them up and then they appeared? 


He set the pill down and held onto the edges of the sink, his head down, feeling the urge to throw all the pills 
against the wall and then crush them under his heel. If this was what Izzy thought, that it was all a fucking 
crazy person's delusion then why didn't he go back to Indiana? What was he even doing here? Except becoming 
a junkie, of course. Except for that. ‘That happened before, too, 

"Goddamn it," he said, his voice strangled in his throat, and he lifted his head up and looked in the mirror again, 
seeing the lines of bloodshot red in his eyes, seeing the red beard stubble. He swallowed, seeing the way his 
throat worked with the motion. The pill still rested on the edge of the sink, a little capsule with all his sanity 
inside. 

"Fuck it," he said, and pinched the pill between his fingers and put it in his mouth and swallowed it down. 


"| had a dream about you," Erin said, tracing the veins in his forearm. They sat together on the couch at 


Slash's place. Slash was at a bar. Izzy was wherever, and Axl didn't care where he was. 


"Oh, yeah?" he said, his arm tingling where she touched it. She smelled so good, like berries and coconut, like 


shampoo. 

"Yeah," she said, and she snuggled closer to him. 
"What was it?" he said. 

"| don't know if | should tell you, it was silly," she said. 


"C'mon," he said, his voice low, and he spoke next to her ear, making her shiver. 


“Alright. | had a dream you wrote this song for me and it became number one, the number one song in the 


country," Axl winced and closed his eyes, but she couldn't see him. 

"| did, huh? What was the song called?" he said. 

"It was so clear in my dream, that song, but | can't really remember it now. It was something like "You're My 
Baby" or..something to do with being sweet. | don't know. "Sweet Child" that's closer, "Sweet Child You're Mine". 
maybe," 

Ill write a song for you," he said, breathing in the scent of her hair, her perfume. Suddenly she sat up and 
pulled away from him. She tried to look into his eyes and he let her, feeling almost overwhelmed by such 
intense eye contact. 

"| really think you will, you know that?" she said, and then she shrugged and looked toward the door. 

"Where do you want to go now?" she said. 


Wherever Izzy was he came back relatively sober. Axl sipped a beer and watched T.V., not wanting to talk to 


him. 

"Hey, man," Izzy said, ducking his head, black spiky strands of hair falling across his forehead. 

"Hey," Axl said without looking at him. 

"Look, I'm sorry about the other day, what | said. | shouldn't have said that," Izzy said. 

It's fine," Axl said, sipping his beer, feeling the cold glass in his hand. 

"No, it's not fine, it wasn't cool. | shouldn't, | mean, you're fine now, | shouldn't have said those things," 


Axl closed his eyes, feeling like he should feel angry with Izzy or at least irritated, but what he felt was closer 
to nothing. 


"Look, if that's what you think then it's cool, think whatever you want. But I'm staying here and I'm doing this. 
l'm writing songs and l'm getting a band together and we're gonna play shows and whatever happens, happens. 
But | couldn't stay in Indiana, man. | just couldn't. So if you stay, great. If you go back to Indiana, whatever. If 
you stay here and become a junkie | can't stop you, so do whatever you want," he said, and then he turned 
away from him and started watching the TV, the flickering blue glow illuminating his features, and he drank 
the rest of his beer. 


Chapter 31 


Izzy had rented a room above a bar, and Axl knew he wasn't working, not in any legal way. He knew what he 
was doing. He was dealing again, or for the first time, just like the last time. Axl felt his throat close up when 
he thought he brought him here this time, knowing what happened, what could happen. Last time, or the life he 
could remember whether it was real or not, that time Izzy brought himself here. Izzy had brought himself 
here months before he, Axl, had even arrived. 


Fuck it. He didn't make him do it last time and he didn't make him do it this time, he tried to warn him. 


He was splitting his time between Izzy's room and Slash's place, and right now he was at Izzy's trying to write. 
He could remember the songs they'd written before, but he wasn't going to recreate them. Erin mentioned 
"Sweet Child 0: Mine" but that was a song from another life. He had to write songs from this life. He gripped 
the bic pen in his hand, the strands of his hair reaching toward the paper. Writing was as hard as he 


remembered it. 


Steven came to their rehearsals every night, and Axl noticed that his close-cropped hair was longer, and 
blonder. He squinted at it, the bleach blond curls that just touched his ears now. Did he buy one of those 


bottles of hair dye or go somewhere, to some salon? 


"What about school?" Axl said during a break, taking a deep drag on his cigarette. Steven was here every night, 
when the hell did he go to school? 


"Oh, I'm taking the semester off," he said, and Axl nodded, not saying anything, but he was thinking things. He 
knew what was going to happen. He'd take this semester off and then the next and then he'd miss days at his 
job as the gigs got later and later, as the late nights turned into mornings, when it was so hard to get out of 


bed as the hang-over headache pounded you into oblivion 


Axl and Erin went to one of those hamburger joints on the strip for lunch, and he thought she looked cute in 


her oversized Marilyn Monroe sunglasses. She smiled at him and stuck out her tongue. 


They sat at the counter, and from where they sat you could see the cooks on the line, the steam rising from 
the flattop grill in front of them, and then he saw someone he thought he recognized. Tall, blond hair dyed 
cotton candy blue, an apron tied around his skinny waist. Duff. Axl almost choked on his hamburger. It was 


Duff. Wasn't it? 


The waitress came over with their bill and Axl leaned toward her. 


"Hey, does Duff McKagan work here?" he said, feeling his heart start to beat fast. Maybe it wasn't him, 
maybe he didn't exist at all, but Slash and Steven did, so wouldn't he? He existed, Izzy did. 


"Oh, yeah, he's right back there. Want me to get him for you?" she said, and Axl nodded. 


"Hey, Duff! Someone up here is asking for youl" she said, and the tall blond/blue haired cook turned around. He 
looked so much healthier than when he had seen him last. Axl closed his eyes for a second and remembered 
the extreme alcohol bloat, his features lost in the soft swelling. It was so bad he could barely speak, he was 
drunk every second of every day, except for when he counteracted it with cocaine. 


The waitress pointed at him and he saw Duff look at him without a hint of recognition in his eyes. He wiped his 
hands on his apron and walked over. 


‘tm Duff," he said, glancing from Axl to Erin. 

"lm Axl," he said, extending his hand, and Duff shook. 

"Listen, uh, I've been looking for a bass player and | heard about you from some friends of mine in Seattle, I've 
got this band I'm trying to put together..anyway, can we talk on your break or when you get off work?" Axl 
said. 

"Yeah, | get a break in about half an hour, want to wait around?" he said. 

"Yeah, that's fine. Oh, this is Erin," he said, and Erin smiled her wide movie star smile at him. 


They were standing behind the diner where the cooks took their breaks. Erin was inside, sipping a diet coke. 
Duff lit up a cigarette and so did Axl, and he could smell the fried grease from the kitchen exhaust vents, the 


smell was concentrated in this alley. 


There was a period of time when Duff was the only one he could talk to in the band, the only one who seemed 


to understand that the mood swings that so debilitated him were out of his control. 


He thought he could convince Duff to come to a few rehearsals and that things would gel from there, all five 
puzzle pieces were about to click in place. He cleared his throat and took another drag off his cigarette, and 


prepared to make his proposal. 


chapter 38 


Axl blinked and looked around, hardly able to believe they were all here. They were in the small studio space 


they were using for rehearsals, more like a storage unit, but it sounded better in his head to say "studio". 


Izzy leaned against the wall, trying not to look strung out. Slash fiddled with his amp, the cigarette dangling 
from his lips, looking like it might singe his hair if he wasn't careful. Steven tapped out a rhythm on the drums 
with one stick, a constant backbeat. Duff stepped into the middle of all of this, looking punk with his blue hair 
and the padlock around his neck, his bass on the floor next to him like a faithful dog. 


Axl watched from a distance, thinking that the existence of all of them, relatively intact to how he knew them, 
proved that he wasn't crazy, not like Izzy thought. 


Every night he saw Erin, they went to burger joints and pizza places and little diners, they went to bars and 
clubs. She was still so sweet, as sweet as she always was. He'd move her corkscrew curly hair away from her 
face and kiss her temple, the tip of her nose, her lips. But sometimes he felt himself getting so angry with 
her, he felt the anger rising up like bile in his throat and it shook through his cells, tingled in his veins. He 
wanted to shout at her, hit her. Then the fights from his other life would rise up before his eyes, her 
pleading and tear streaked face, her blue eyes looking a strange crystal green when she cried. He remembered 
the destroyed rooms and the shouts that filled the air like distorted pictures, like shapes that kept overlapping 


and every edge was sharp. 


When he felt like that he clenched his hands into fists and left, going outside or in another room at a bar or 
club, just so he wouldn't yell at her, fight with her, frighten her. 


He vowed to do it right this time. 


The first time they all rehearsed together they could all feel it, that magic that was there the first time was 
still there. Slash raised his eyebrows beneath his shaggy curls, Steven smiled his wide, goofy smile from behind 
his drum kit. Duff's eyes widened. Izzy looked at Axl with a strange look of contrition, then he looked down 
"Holy shit!" Steven said, tapping out a drum fill 

Axl caught his breath from the last scream and lit a cigarette. Now all they needed was some songs. 


"What are you doing?" Erin said, tiptoeing into the room. Axl was bent over his paper, struggling to decipher 


what it was he wanted to say, how he wanted to say it. All the old songs gummed up his head. But no one 
knew them, it wouldn't be some masturbatory act to recycle them, no one in this reality had ever heard the 


classic "Appetite" songs. No one. 


"Nothing. Writing," he said, glancing at her. He'd never found writing to be easy, he felt like he was trying to 
split open his head and let it all spill out on the paper, and it was bloody and non-sensical a lot of the time. He 
had to organize it, crystalize it, like he did when he wrote the lyrics To "Welcome to the Jungle", getting away 
from LA. in that time, it had given him perspective. He had no perspective now, not here. It was ironic, this 
was where he had been dying to go, he'd had to beg Izzy to see things his way and now he had writer's block. 
Fuck. 


Now that they were all here it was rehearsals every day. When he couldn't come up with lyrics he'd recycle 
the old ones, or let the other guys come up with them. Duff worked for a few hours every day but he came 
to rehearsal right after, still reeking of fried chicken and French fries saturated with grease. Steven had 
abandoned everything, the paralegal job, school, just like Axl knew he would. His straggly bleach blond hair 
touched his shoulders now. Izzy seemed fine but Axl saw the track marks on his arm and figured he was 


maintaining, shooting up in the morning so he could function normally all day. 


He'd been screaming in the demon voice for days now, all the songs seemed to call for it, and his throat felt 


ragged. He drank bottle after bottle of water but it wasn't helping. 


"| need a break," he said, his voice hoarse, edging on the sound of laryngitis. Izzy glanced at him for a second, 


their eyes meeting, and he saw concern in Izzy's look. Then he looked away. 


He lit up a cigarette and watched the others, seeing their strengths pretty clear. He thought he did in the 
other life, too. He thought he was the one who knew, who really knew how far they could take the whole thing. 
Slash was almost a virtuoso, he could play anything, he could write anything. He played the guitar like a spider 
weaving a web, it was instinctual. Duff had a similar ability, but it was more diffuse, it was more for music as 
a whole and not just one instrument. He felt like Duff played the bass because that was the role they needed 
him to fulfill, but he could just as easily play any of the other instruments. Izzy had this knack for melodies, 
for the deep structure of the songs, for sneaky, brooding lyrics. Steven's talent was harder to define, it was 
so haphazard, so just suddenly there, but the push and pull of his playing was almost impossible for technically 


better drummers to duplicate. 


"| got us a gig," Slash said, taking a handful of fries from the paper container that was in the center of the 
table. They were all there, sitting at a booth with fried food and garish neon green Margaritas, salt encrusting 


the rim of every glass. 


It was noon, too early for drinks, but Slash and Duff didn't mind drinking this early, and Axl could make an 


exception, sipping his watered down drink. Izzy stared at the food and the drinks without touching any of it, his 
black hair in spiky disarray, his shirt not buttoned right, giving him a crooked appearance. Steven looked barely 
conscious, his eyes half shut, still wearing last night's clothes. 


"Where?" Axl said, reaching for a fry, tasting the grease and salt on his tongue all at once. 
“The Roxy 

"When?" Axl said 

"Tuesday nights" Slash answered 


Axl closed his eyes, remembering this. In the early days they had to play on weeknights, the shittiest nights. 
New bands didn't just jump into a Friday or Saturday nighttime slot. Bands on those nights had to be able to 


bring the crowds in, and crowds meant drink sales for the bars. He remembered. 


"Hey, Slash," a guy said, walking up to their table. He had a camera on a strap around his neck. Axl knew who it 
was, Slash's friend Marc who took some of their early photos, who let them eat for free at his parents’ deli. 
Slash wanted photos for their upcoming gig, and he remembered this now as well. Slash had a secret 
businessman side to him, he marketed shit, he made phone calls, he kept lists, he promoted the shit out of 
them. Axl licked his lips, tasting the salt from the Margarita. He might have undervalued Slash the first time 
around. So he opened his eyes and gave his best pouty model bad boy look for the photos, for the fliers that 


would be plastered all over LA. 


chapter 39 


Author's Notes: 
Sorry this took so long, | hate when life gets in the way. 


It was Tuesday night, and anyone who was here just happened to be here, no one was here to really see them. 
Except Erin and the stripper Slash was dating and the girl Duff was seeing, Mandy something or other. Still, Axl 


felt the same nervousness he always felt, the eager anticipation with a sliver of dread in it. 


It was so similar to how it was before, in the early days. They were in the backstage room, Duff drank a beer, 
Slash sipped from a bottle of Jack Daniels, Steven fooled around, tapping his drumsticks on the seats of chairs 
and the wall. And he was looking in a mirror at the way the bandana wrapped around his forehead, how his 
hair hung over his shoulders, at the necklaces around his neck and the bracelets that went up both arms. It 
was the look, his look that he remembered from before, from the other time, and it was almost time to go 
onstage in front of a bunch of disinterested people stopping at the Roxy after work and their girlfriends, but it 


was for real in this life. 


Izzy was the same, too, despite all his warnings he had slipped right back into that life of dealing and shooting 
up, of getting his fixes ready in the morning, of wearing long sleeved shirts to conceal the track marks. Axl 
could see him in the mirror, sitting half slumped in one of the chairs. He gritted his teeth and tried not to be 


irritated, but it wasn't working very well. 


‘Its time, guys," one of the waiters poked his head into the room, and Axl felt the adrenaline flood his veins 
and hit his brain, and he was ready. This was, after all, all he knew. 


The show went fine, and the limited number of people in the audience seemed to get it, and Axl knew they 
would tell others, and those others would tell others, and more people would come to each successive show, 
and the buzz would build, and the record company executives would come sniffing around, like sharks after 


their drops of blood 


"How did it go?" Erin said, lying next to him in the twin bed with the bookshelf headboard, and he felt the chil 


as she traced tiny circles on his chest. 


"Good," he said, closing his eyes. Now that he had practiced not giving in to his anger arourd her, for her, he 
found it to be easier. He wasn't angry now as he half sat up and kissed her on the lips, feeling the soft 
pressure of it, and he lightly grazed her shoulders with his fingertips. 


"Good, | knew it would go okay. | think you guys are amazing," she said, her eyes half shut, and he didn't 
remember her being so supportive and loving in the other life. Maybe he couldn't remember. And if she 


thought they were amazing doing Aerosmith covers wait until she heard their own songs, if he could ever 


think of any. 


He'd spent the day looking for a part time job because they still needed more money than sporadic Tuesday 
night gigs were providing. The truth was they made no money from those gigs, they had to pay to play so the 
clubs wouldn't lose money on them. Duff had his line cook job but that was it, except for Izzy, and all Izzy's 
money was just going in a circle, he got money from the junkies and bought his own heroin with it and extra 


to sell. 


Fuck Izzy, whatever. He felt the anger inside of him wanting to come out in a sharp tone of voice or a quickly 
raised fist, and he imagined the people he went past were giving him challenging looks, and he was ready to 


erupt into a fight. 


He went to stores, to restaurants, to schools where they might need someone to mop up all the shit once the 
kids left for the day. None of those places needed anybody, and he shoved his hands deep in his pockets and 
remembered how he had hated these shit jobs, these making ends meet jobs. 


He walked around in the twilight for awhile, watching the neon signs blink and buzz to life around him, seeing 
the nightlife people come out in their tiny skirts and high heels and button up shirts for the guys, ripped jeans 
and chains around their necks, the piercings in their faces picking up glints of light. 


He headed back to the room Izzy rented for them with all his drug money, or what was left after he shot up 
his allotment. The stairs in the narrow hallway were bare wood and cracking and splintering, and he could see 


the aggressive graffiti even in the darkness. He slammed the door open and stepped into the room. 
"Hey, Izzy, | couldn't find anything-" 


He stopped dead, staring at Izzy who was slumped against the bed, sitting on the floor, legs spread out in front 
of him. His eyes were open and glazed and for a breathless moment Axl thought he was dead. He saw the 
tourniquet still wrapped around his arm and the needle still stuck in a vein and a line of dried blood going down 


his arm. 


"Fuck," Axl said under his breath and he went over to him, dropped on his knees next to him and put his head 
against his chest, trying to feel him breathing or hear his heart beating. He felt the slight movement of Izzy's 
breath and the relief was sharp, it was almost a stabbing pain of relief. He could hear his faint heartbeat, too 
slow but there. 


They didn't have a phone but the guy downstairs did, and Axl headed down the stairs to pound on that guy's 


door, and if he wasn't home he'd break the door down and use the phone. 

"Yeah, what?" the guy said. He was an overweight guy with thinning hair and thick black beard stubble, and Axl 
guessed he was about 35 or 40 and worked somewhere close by at night, because he was always asleep 
during the day. 

"Can | use your phone? My friend, he needs an ambulance...” 

The guy sighed, not looking overly concerned despite the panic in Axl's voice. 

"Yeah, | guess so," 


The ambulance was called and on its way, and Axl untied the tourniquet and threw it across the room, and he 
took the needle out of his arm, watching a fresh trial of blood start down his arm. Why didn't he listen to 


him? He'd warned him about this, he warned him about heroin, god damn it. 


‘Izzy, l'm sorry," Axl said, on his knees next to him, half hugging him and half clinging to him, his long red hair 
obscuring his face. 


chapter 40 


He was in the ER waiting room, pacing, running his hands through his hair. He saw the overweight parents with 
sick kids, a 12 year old boy cradling his arm, a scratch on his forehead, gang members looking cool and bored 


while they waited to see if the gunshot wound would kill their buddy. 


He sat down in a row of hard plastic chairs, feeling the guilt slam into him. He brought Izzy here, he brought 
him to this, the fast lane and the drugs. What did he think was going to happen? Why did he think this time 
would be any different? It was his fault, all his fault. 


They had given him a shot of narcan and released him, treat ‘em and street ‘em, Axl knew about this because 
they didn't have any insurance. He remembered his own overdose from his other life, a few hours spent in the 


ER and then they let him go, his head feeling like it was stuffed with cotton, his nerves jangling. 


"Are you okay?" he said to him, looking at his pale and drawn face, seeing for the first time the weight loss. 


Izzy was all bones, naturally thinner than Axl and now there was no weight on him at all. 


"Yeah," he said, sounding shaky. Axl nodded and they walked out into the dim pink dawn, the heat already 
emanating from the sidewalks and the tar from the parking lot. 


Another gig at the Roxy, still a weekday, and they were still paying to play, but the turnout was double what 
it was before. Axl felt the sweat roll down his chest and stomach, he felt the bandana stopping it from 
dripping in his eyes. He gripped the microphone stand like it was trying to get away from him and he leaned 
forward and screeched the notes out and they came from the center of his stomach, from the center of his 
soul. Slash played the whining guitar notes around his screams, and he saw the cigarette dangling from his lips. 
He saw the crowd surge forward, totally swept up in what they were doing, and he shook the hands that 
reached up for him. 


Izzy wasn't doing any heroin or he was hiding it better since his overdose. Axl watched him from the corners 
of his eyes, hanging out in the run down, rented room with him, feeling like he was babysitting. He felt 
hopeless, felt it like rain that soaked through his hair and his shirt, making everything cling. He couldn't save 
Izzy, he couldn't stop him from what he wanted to do. So he sighed and started writing all his hopelessness and 


fear down into verses. 


He was at a bar with Duff, watching him down about three drinks to his one, and he felt worry for Duff 
competing with his worry for Izzy, and he knew their addictions and where they had lead. When he found 
himself in Indiana under his parents' watchful eyes did he think he could run away to LA. and have everything 
be perfect? Why did he think it would be any different? 


He didn't come to this bar to lecture Duff, he'd come to get comforted regarding Izzy and his spiraling worry 
and the underside of it, which was uncontrollable anger. Duff had been someone who had understood him and 


someone he could talk to about shit, about the shit that seemed to be crashing down around his head. 


"Fucking Izzy, man.." he said, talking a long swallow of his beer. Duff had a beer and a shot, and he downed the 
shot and chased it with the beer, and Axl blinked, remembering Duff's bloated face and slurred speech from 
his other life. Maybe they were all doomed. 


"Yeah, man, | saw so much of that in Seattle, it's scary.."Duff said. 
"lm so pissed at him, | told him to be careful and not get involved in fucking heroin, man, but he didn't listen," 


Duff nodded, and Axl could see in his eyes that he knew exactly what he was talking about and how he felt. He 
sipped his beer and watched Duff order another shot and another beer, and he felt the slippery slope of his 
worry and he balled his hands into fists under the table and gritted his teeth, knowing that any lecture he 


gave him would have the same result as the lecture he'd given Izzy. It wouldn't do a bit of good. 


At rehearsal he saw the glazed look in Steven's eyes, and his timing was off. He stumbled off to the back alley 
to do a line of coke and when he returned his timing wasn't any better but he looked more awake. He saw the 
fine tremors in Slash's hands as he lit a cigarette, the flame from the lighter all over the place. Izzy looked 
emaciated but calm, and Axl knew he had just shot up. Duff was hung over, gray faced, fighting off the 
nausea. Axl could see it clear in his face. He slammed down the microphone and stormed out, leaving confused 


stares in his wake. 


"What's wrong?" Erin said, her eyes filled with sharp concern 


"Nothing," Axl said, trying not to unleash his anger on her. Its not her fault, it's not her fault, he told himself 
over and over like a little prayer. He remembered praying when he was a kid, him and his sister and brother, 
heads bent down as their father ranted about the will of God and the fate of sinners. He remembered feeling 
the sharp sting of his father's leather belt when it turned out he was the sinner, and how that sharp sting 


always made him cry. 


He swallowed hard and pushed down the anger, and cupped Erin's face in his hands, her beautiful little cupid 
face, clear blue eyes gazing at him. He kissed her softly. 


"| love you," he said, his voice a harsh whisper. 


chapter 4 


Scribbling lyrics furiously because things were falling apart, it was all he could do. Maybe it would never be a 
coherent song, but he didn't care. He kept writing, the one light on above his head, casting its shadows in the 


corners, swaying over his head. 


At rehearsal he couldn't stand to look at Izzy. He knew he had gone right back to shooting up. There was no 
break, the overdose didn't faze him at all. He couldn't stand to look at any of them. He knew what they were 
doing. They were doing every drug and drink they could get their hands on. 


Steven's hair was long and bleach blond and school was a thing of the past, and his job, and Axl watched him 
while he wasn't singing. He saw the sloppy drumming, the beginnings of the slurred speech, the nodding off. It 
was his fault, all his fault, he dragged him out of that law office and he dragged him out of the possibility of 
a safe and stable future for this, and he knew how this would end. He swallowed hard and looked away from 
him, not sure who to be more angry with, Steven or himself. That's how it went for all of them, except maybe 
for Slash. Slash was drinking and doing drugs full tilt when Izzy and him arrived to LA. for the first time, the 
second time, which time line was this again? It hurt his head to think about it and he considered throwing all 
his crazy/sane pills away, so he could just slip back into the life he had known, so he could watch Guns N' 


Roses unravel for good. 


"| got us a gig on a Friday night," Slash said, slouching over to him, plucking the cigarette from his lips. Axl 
nodded, feeling numb. He felt like he was on a predetermined course, a track he was locked into and there would 


be no stopping until the fire-y crash. 


"I know it's kinda early but | talked to the club manager," Slash said, his speech slow and California cool. Axl 
licked his lips. He knew what kind of crowds a Friday night gig could bring. He knew it lead to all the word of 
mouth and the hype and the record executives and the record deals. How could they do it again with everyone 


strung out on something? 


"Yeah, that's cool," he said, his voice thick and scratched, the deep baritone. How could they do it again? The 
record deal and the album and the touring? Right now they were all able to function despite the drug use, but 
that functioning would only last so long. 


"Yeah," Slash said, ducking his head and smiling beneath his curls. 


He was at a party, some house party in some sleazy part of Hollywood, and the bass beat of the stereo 
pounded downstairs, echoing all through the house. He was in an upstairs bathroom, the white light glaring on 


all of the polished surfaces. He squinted against it. It hurt his eyes. He held a bottle of Valium. There were 


plenty of bottles of pills around, there was plenty of everything around. There was anything you wanted. It was 


a drug cornucopia. 


He looked at the pill bottle in his hand, the opaque amber bottle, the pills partially visible through it, all nestled 
at the bottom, and he shook it and the pills clacked together. It sounded like a baby's rattle. 


In his other life he overdosed on Valium and was rushed to the ER as he lost consciousness, and he 
remembered that sweet slipping away. This shit was becoming too much. Izzy, all the drugs, Duff was already 
an alcoholic and Slash wasn't too far behind him, and Steven. Steven had no drug of choice, he'd just gobble up 


whatever came his way. 


He leaned against the cool tile wall, closing his eyes, gripping the bottle of pills. He could chug them all and just 
end it. He was tired of fighting. Fighting for what? A bunch of drug addicts to come apart at the seams again, 


to fray and unravel while he watched? 


Maybe he should just go solo, be like Elton John crooning at the piano. In the other time he was so tied to all 
of the rest of them, the audience knew them as a group, a unit, a band, and he'd never wanted to go solo. But 
he couldn't do it again. He couldn't go through all their overdoses and near deaths. He couldn't go through 
finding them passed out and blue in some cheap hotel hallway or walking in on Izzy with a needle stuck in his 


stiffening arm. How could he do this again? Why had he wanted to? 


He groaned, a low sound deep in his throat. He squeezed his eyes shut and felt the pounding bass beat of the 
music in his chest. He felt the tears coming, the hitching sobs like when he was little and getting whipped with 
a belt. The tears were hot and coursed down his cheeks and he felt the smooth plastic of the pill bottle in his 
hand. It seemed to be the only thing left that was anchoring him to this world. 


He tried to stop crying, tried to breathe and calm down, and he looked in the mirror at his pale face and red- 


rimmed eyes, the tears turning his dull green eyes an unreal shade of emerald. 


He couldn't remember anything good, the way it felt to sing in front of an audience, to grab them and pull 
them along on the journey, to see the emotion echoed in them. He couldn't remember Erin, her sweet face and 
clear blue eyes, the spiral curl of her hair. All he could remember was walking in on Izzy with the needle 


jabbed into his arm, his eyes as dull as a corpse's. 


He unscrewed the cap to the pill bottle and dumped them all into the palm of his hand. 


chapter 42 


He stared at the pills in his hand and he could feel the weight of them. He could take them all and stay in this 
bathroom until he passed out, and no one would know where he was and no one would call an ambulance so he 
could be jerked back to earth. When he had overdosed the first time he had wrenched himself back because 
he had too much to do, he had to get the band and the album going, he had to grab for all those dreams he 
had when he was trapped in those boring Indiana classrooms, when he'd drive down the dirt roads with Izzy, 
when he'd play the piano at his grandmother's house. But what would bring him back this time? He knew that 
the band was rotting from the inside. It was just a wasted junkie's body with running sores and dead eyes. 


"Axl?" There was a knock on the bathroom door and a timid girl's voice. Erin He forgot he had come to this 
party with her, he'd forgotten everyone. He stiffened, looking at the pills in his hand, and he imagined how it 
would be when they found him, his lips and fingernails blue, his pupils fixed and dilated, and Erin would have to 
see that. He couldn't hurt her like that. 


"Axl, are you in there?" she said, a frantic note entering her voice. He dumped the pills back into the bottle and 
shoved it into his pocket, than he opened the door. 


"There you are," she said, and he could see the relief in her eyes. 
"Yeah," he said, his head down, red strands of hair falling across his eyes. 


"You were gone for so long | was getting worried, | thought you left or-hey, what's wrong?" she said, looking at 


him. 
"Nothing," he said, his voice small and choked. 


“There is..come out of there," she said, taking his wrist and leading him out of the bathroom. She found an 


abandoned bedroom and brought him there, and he stood on the worn carpet in front of the bedroom door. 


"Tell me what's wrong," she said, and he just looked at her, not sure how to tell her all the things that were 
wrong or even if he should. They found their way to the bed, and he looked down at the square of off white 
rug between his boots, the matted dirt, the old cigarette burns. Then it all blurred as tears filled his eyes 


agai n. 


"Axl," she said, her voice gentle but firm, and she tilted his chin up so he would look at her, and he 


remembered how much he loved her, in this life and all his other ones. 


"Okay," he said, glancing at her and then looking away. Eye contact was sometimes such a challenge for him. It 


felt like it hurt something inside of him, it was too intense, even with her. 


"Everyone in the band, their drug use is out..it's getting out of control and | can see it, | feel like I've already 


lived it and there's nothing | can do about it. Izzy overdosed on heroin the other day and the rest of them will, 
they'll O.D. on something, it's just a matter of time and | can't stop it," 


She listened without speaking, she was looking at him, he could feel it even though he was staring off into the 


corner of the room. 


| used to know exactly what | was going to do, before this, and this time, | knew, and now..| don't know. Things 
are getting fucked up and | don't know how to stop it or fix it. | don't know," 


"| didn't realize they were that bad," she said. 
"Yeah, they don't look it because they can function, somewhat, but they won't for long," 


"| don't know what to tell you," she said, her voice soft, and she leaned her head against his. 


Friday night at the club, and they were going on first but there was still a bigger crowd than they had ever 
played for, in this time zone. Backstage he watched them drink, he watched Izzy coolly leave the bathroom, his 
sleeves discretely rolled down. He closed his eyes, listening to the crowd, you could hear them, all those voices 
together, the drunken conversations, the low murmurs, the shrill laughter rising like tattered flags above all 
the rest of the noise. He remembered the massive crowds they had played for in his other life, the surging 
crowds in England, all those kids slipping in the mud. He remembered the shows in South America, bottles and 


debris flying at them. 


It was almost time to go on. His face was set, like it always was before a show, while he tried to get the right 
mindset to perform. He felt like his role was the most challenging. The others could hide behind their 
instruments but not him. He was the one the crowd focused on. He glanced around and the rest of them 
seemed up and ready to play, despite the substances that were rolling around inside them. Even Steven seemed 
ready as he gripped his drumsticks and followed the rest of them to the stage. 


chapter 43 


He could feel the energy of the crowd, it radiated from them. They were into it, and besides the covers of 
certain AC/DC classics and Aerosmith songs they were performing mutated versions of the old songs. In this 
new life some of those songs were lost, other things had been added, but no one in this reality knew the 
difference. They reacted to what they reacted to before, Slash's slouchy cool and amazing ability, Steven's 
swing, Izzy's melodies, and Duff's jack of all trades musical sensibility, and of course, they reacted to him. The 
pent up anger, still having the same source as before, the growls and screams from low in his throat, from 


the center of his being, the audience couldn't get enough of it. 


Sometimes, on stage, he could forget all the shit. He could forget that the band was falling apart or about to, 
he could forget he had wasted all of his late teens and twenties being crazy, living in a fantasy world of fame 
and riches when he had actually just been in one hospital room after another. Or had he? He still couldn't 
really puzzle it out. Could he have dreamed up Slash, Duff, Steven, and Erin? Was he psychic and able to 
predict Izzy's heroin addiction and Duff and Slash's alcoholism? Or was it just a part of his illness, this idea 
that he knew things like this, that he had lived another life? 


He grabbed the microphone stand and pulled it toward him, his head down, eyes looking up under his red hair. 
Slash played a snakey little solo, and Izzy's guitar counterbalanced it, and Duff rounded out the sound, and 
Steven chimed in with the drum snare, and Axl screamed the next verse, arching his back, squeezing his eyes 
shut. They were on, all cylinders were burning, it was like the show they taped for MTV at the Ritz in New 
York a thousand lifetimes ago, or in one that was parallel to this one, or one that existed solely in his head. Axl 


supposed it really didn't matter at this point. 


"We're booked for Saturday at Madam Wong's East," Slash said, leaning back in the kitchen chair. They were at 
Slash's mother's house in the morning, the sun falling in a huge yellow square through the bay window. Axl 
nibbled on the toast and eggs she had made for him. She was always trying to feed him. Axl knew Slash's mom 
thought of him as an underweight, sad Midwestern orphan that she was obliged to take care of, like feeding a 
skinny stray cat. 


"That's good," Axl said, feeling too tired to be up this early. He was just going to go from gig to gig, like 


crossing some wild river one stone at a time. 

"Good? It's fucking amazing, man. We won't have to pay to play, it's a fucking Saturday at Madam Wong's East!" 
Axl nodded, eating his breakfast. He couldn't believe that Slash could swear around his mother like that, even 
though he was an adult. If he had ever sworn in front of either of his parents like that his father would have 


beaten him. 


"Yeah, it's good," Axl said, unable to be as excited as Slash was, maybe because he'd seen it all before. 


He walked along the sidewalk with Erin, feeling the cool air once the sun went down. He wore his old jean jacket 
just to cut the chill, and she wore a stylish little jacket that came above her waist, her long curly hair 
tumbling over it. She leaned against him, resting her head on his shoulder for a moment, and he ran his hand 
lightly over her hair. Things were so much better with her now that he wasn't so angry with her, around her. 
He wondered how it was that he hadn't known not to unleash all of his rage on her, what good outcome did he 
think would come of that? But back then he couldn't control it, he literally could not stop himself from 


exploding and destroying everything around him, people and possessions, he had smashed them all. 


| missed you," she said, her voice wistful, and he wondered what she meant. Had she missed him when he was 
out playing the show last night and hanging out with Slash for most of the day? Or did she mean something 


more? 


"| missed you, too," he said, stopping for a second, kissing her cheek. He remembered when she left him, when 
she packed up all her shit and stood shaking in the doorway and her last words to him, ‘Axl, look at me, 


because this will be the last time you see me, 


He didn't want to go to Izzy's broken down room and see him, but he felt compelled to check on him. Fucking 
Izzy. He felt nervous the closer he got, the image of him with the needle stuck in his arm, the glazed look in 
his eyes, he couldn't get it out of his head. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Why couldn't he have listened to him about the 
fucking heroin? That thought had its slimy underside, the thought that he wouldn't have been doing heroin if 
he hadn't dragged him out here in the first place. 


"Fuck," Axl said under his breath, the building where Izzy's room was looming ahead. He reached it and climbed 
the stairs, feeling his heart start to beat hard and fast in his chest, feeling his breath speed up until it hurt 
to breathe. What if he was too late this time? What if he was stiff and dead, green bile pooled next to him and 


a thin line of it on his chin? 
"Izzy!" He pounded on the door and then tried the knob, letting himself into the unlocked room. 
"Jesus, Axl, what?" he said, sitting up. The room was dark, lit only by the glare of the streetlights through the 


window with no curtain. He flipped the light on, staring at Izzy, trying to convince himself that he was okay, at 
least for now. 


chapter 44 


It was the very end of the last encore, and Axl gripped the microphone in both hands, his chest heaving with 
the exertion of screaming out the last notes. He closed his eyes and felt the noise of the crowd wash over 
him, and he had no doubt that the success he remembered from his real life would become real in this one. 


He slowly opened his eyes and the crowd was still on its feet and screaming. 


When he wasn't on stage with them he was trying to ignore every one of his band mates. He was skipping 
rehearsals and not returning anyone's phone calls. He couldn't watch them drown in all the substances they 
were doing and be unable to stop it, but he had tried before and he tried again and they wouldn't stop, not one 
single one of them. They would all die. He couldn't watch. 


Erin seemed different, not like a different person but she acted different than he remembered She smiled and 
laughed more, she leaned into him and took his hand in hers. Sometimes when they had been apart she'd run 

over to him and engulf him in a hug and whisper she loved him in his ear. Was this how she would have acted 
before if he hadn't been so angry and volatile and violent? He kept his temper down, when he felt it flaring up 


at her, or the world, he slammed a door and left or smashed a mirror when he was alone, risking the bad luck. 


"Where the fuck have you been?" Slash said, nearly pulling him out of the booth at the little diner he was 
having breakfast at. Axl felt the anger immediately, like red-hot sparks travelling down his arms and he wanted 
to ball both hands into fists and pummel Slash. But he didn't. He balled both hands into fists but kept them at 
his sides and glared up at Slash, at his crazy black curls and heavily lidded hung over eyes and gray skin 


"Why?" Axl said, spitting the word, his eyes narrowed. 


"Why? Oh, no reason. It's just we haven't seen you at fucking rehearsal in weeks and now there's gonna be one 
of those record executive types at the show we're playing this weekend at the fucking Troubadour, that's 
why," 


Axl closed his eyes, knowing what would happen. These initial record executives wanted to offer them too little 
and not give them enough artistic freedom, but these little fish would lead to the bigger fish from the major 
labels coming after them, but what did it matter with the state everyone was in? Steven was barely coherent 
most of the time, Izzy shot up at least twice a day and maybe more and despite his best efforts he went into 
withdrawal when he'd run out, shaking and sweating and puking all over that disgusting little room of his. Slash 
and Duff were drinking more and more every day, and Slash supplemented his alcohol with heroin and Duff 
supplemented his with coke so he could keep going, and Duff would stay up for three or four days in a row 


and Slash saw giant bugs and aliens in the corners of rooms. 


"Ill come to rehearsal," Axl said, not opening his eyes, wishing that Slash would just go away. 


He was window-shopping on Rodeo Drive, thinking about things he could buy for Erin once some money started 
coming in. They weren't there yet, but if no one dropped dead from a fucking overdose they'd get there. 
Coming out of one of the Versace shops he saw someone who looked familiar. The height, the weight, the 
shape of her face, even from this distance he recognized something, something about the way she walked. As 
he got closer he recognized them, all three of them. Glamorous Stephanie Seymour, dressed casual in designer 
jeans and a sheer top, a wide brimmed hat low over her eyes, her sharp shark fin nose just visible under the 
brim. Next to her was Beta, her dark hair pulled into a neat ponytail at the base of her neck, the sleeveless 
top showing off her toned arms, and she held Dylan's hand. 


Stephanie didn't acknowledge him at all because he was just a mere mortal, and Dylan was too shy to meet the 
gaze of strangers, and he hid his face in the material of Beta's pants, but Beta herself looked straight into his 
eyes and her eyes widened with recognition 

"Axl?" she said before she could think about it, and Axl ducked his head and nodded. Stephanie looked out from 

under her thousand dollar designer hat with curiosity, and Beta let Dylan take Stephanie's hand for a moment 


so she could go over to him. 


"How are you?" she said, the tears almost filling her eyes, and he listened to the twist of the accent on her 


words. 

‘lm okay..Beta..how are you?" he said. 

"Oh, I'm good, always good.it's so good to see you," she said, her head tilted in the way he remembered. 
"Come here," she said, opening her arms wide to him, and he went to her, feeling himself enveloped in her 
strong embrace, feeling that she should have been his mother, that she was his mother, and he almost 
sobbed in her arms like a child he'd missed her so much. 


She smoothed his hair away from his face and gripped him tighter. 


"Axl, my son," she said, almost too soft for him to hear. 


chapter 45 


Seeing Beta left him shaken. He watched them walk away, Stephanie had her stylized walk like every sidewalk 
was her own personal runway. Beta looked back once, and Axl tried to memorize how she looked in this reality, 
and he could still feel her strong embrace. 


How did she know him? How did he know about Slash and Duff and Steven? He sat on a bench outside one of 
the expensive shops, feeling the late afternoon heat start to dissipate. Slash and Duff and Steven didn't prove 
anything..he could have been delusional, thinking he knew them when in actuality he was just sick, just mentally 
ill and remembered things backwards. Nothing really proved anything, but Beta, how did she know him? Erin did, 
too, he could feel it. He sighed and looked at the fine tremors in his fingers. A cigarette might calm him down 
He almost dropped the pack trying to fumble it out of his pocket. He lit it and took a drag, closing his eyes. It 


was like some unsolvable puzzle. He was getting a headache. 


He was at a sushi place with Erin, a small warm white ceramic cup of sake in front of him. She was looking 
over the placemat menu that proclaimed it was edible art. She ran her fingers over the thick plastic, the 
pictures of colorful raw fish on rice, and he sipped his sake, feeling the warmth in his throat, feeling it hit his 


stomach. 


"Erin," he said, trying to look into her eyes, those large clear blue eyes that always looked at him with love and 
a slight obsession around the edges of that love, but that was how he felt about her, too. 


"Yeah?" she said, jerking her gaze up to his, and it hurt something deep inside of him to maintain such eye 
contact with people, even her, but the alcohol helped with that. 


"Can | ask you something kind of serious?" he said, glancing away toward the corner of the room because he 
couldn't take it anymore. He had a flash of memory from his childhood, just a brutal moment where he was 
being held down and there was this burning pain and he thought he was dying. Was that from this life or his 
other one? Or were the two tied up and twisted together somehow? 


"Yeah, of course,” she said in her lilting little girl voice. 


"Do you think, does it seem like we knew each other before? Before we met, | mean," he said, trying to search 


her eyes for the answer. Now she glanced away, pressing her lips together. 
"You know what, Axl? It does. | feel like I've always known you," 


He'd lived this before, too, the rowdy drunken crowds jam packed into a tiny club, record executives in suits 


lingering toward the back. He grabbed the microphone and screeched into it, arching his back as Slash crouched 
over his guitar. Everyone was in their places and playing their parts. Steven bounced up and down behind the 
drum set, his forearms working as he hit the drums. Duff sipped vodka and cranberry from a red solo cup 
and plucked out the notes on his long necked bass. Izzy was still and stoned and playing perfectly underneath 


Slash's weeping solos. 


He was in the bathroom in the hallway off of Izzy's room, staring at the pills in his hand. He was terrified of 
running out of them. He didn't know what world he would get plunged into. He swallowed them down 


Izzy was in the room playing the acoustic guitar. Axl stood in the doorway and watched him. 
"Hey," Izzy said, noticing him standing there. 
"Hey," Axl said, feeling like he wanted to take off, find Erin, kiss her until he forgot everything. 


"What's wrong?" Izzy said, and Axl realized with dull surprise that he wasn't high. He was as sober as he had 


found him when he woke up in Lafayette. 


"Nothing," Axl said, surprised again that Izzy noticed anything, he'd been checked out for so long. Izzy was 
staring at him and he squinted, like he was trying to see him better. 


“Something's wrong," Izzy said, and Axl thought about high school when they would ride beat up old cars on 
dirt roads, and how much easier their conversation was then. Could he even tell Izzy what was wrong? He'd 


just think he was crazy, or crazier. 


"No, I'm fine," he said, walking over to the bed and sitting down. Izzy set his guitar down and sat on the bed 


next to him. 

‘I'm sorry about all this shit with the heroin, you were right. It's just, it's hard to stop," 
"| know," Axl said, his voice soft. 

"But I'm trying, I'm going to try and..hey, what is it?" 


Axl felt near tears but he wasn't crying, he was holding it together. But seeing Beta like that, the way she 


recognized him, and Izzy saying he'd give up heroin? 


"Nothing, I'm fine," he said, wishing he could talk to Izzy like he could when he was in high school. The problem 
with this new reality was that he felt alone in it. 


lzzy looked at him for another moment, and then he nodded to himself and stood up. 


"Wait here," he said, and Axl felt too tired, too mentally exhausted to do anything else. 


Izzy disappeared down the hallway but returned pretty quick, and Axl saw the flash of something shiny in his 
hands. He didn't care what it was, he was too tired The gigs, the chasing the fame again, Erin, seeing Beta, 
everything felt like it was piling up on him, on his shoulders. He could feel the physical weight of everything he 
was trying to do here. He felt it weighing him down 


"Look, | know | said l'm quitting and everything, and l'm planning to, okay? But man, you are so stressed out, 
you're gonna have a heart attack or something. | think you need a fix," 


Now Axl saw what the shiny thing in his hands was, a syringe and the flash of a spoon. He had been leaning 
back on the bed but now he sat up, shaking his head, his hair falling in front of his eyes. 


"No, Izzy, | can't do that... 


"Yeah, you don't do drugs like this, | get that. But this will just be a one time thing, like, like a shot of medicine, 
you know? | think it will help," 


"| don't know...” 

"Just trust me, okay? You won't become a junkie from just one shot, Axl," 

Things hurt, everything hurt. Seeing Beta had hurt. The memories that came to him like stepping on a landmine, 
shit from his fucked up childhood hurt, he felt like he had been trying to hold things together for so long, 
taking his pills, controlling his anger, getting the fucking band together and still everyone was fucking up, him 


included. He knew what Izzy was offering. 


"Okay," he said, sighing, leaning back, and he extended his arm with the pale underside exposed. The pale 
underside with all the veins. 


chapter 4b 


Izzy removed his belt and tied it around Axl's bicep, making the veins in his arm stand out, and he cooked up 
the shot. Axl watched him draw it up in the syringe like he was a doctor, and he felt like the patient. There 
was the slight pinch as Izzy pierced his vein, and he undid the belt and injected it slowly. It didn't take long for 
him to feel the effects. He felt the euphoria, the sense of floating, the sense that the things that mattered to 
him and upset him weren't quite so bad, or they ceased to matter as the pleasure filled him, from the roots 


of his hair to the tips of his toes, he could feel that pleasure, and he smiled gratefully at Izzy. 


"Better?" Izzy said, and Axl nodded, and closed his eyes, and felt the sweet rush. 


One of the record executive suits had convinced him to have lunch at some fancy LA. place to discuss the 
possibility of a record deal. Izzy was with him, and while they waited he flipped through the book he had 
bought about contracts and record deals, trying to get an idea of what to ask for, what to look for. Axl sipped 
water and then crossed his arms and looked down at Izzy's book. He already knew what to look for, and this 


tiny indie label couldn't offer it to them. 


He had told Slash he'd start going to rehearsals and he did, he forced himself to go. The rehearsal space was 
small and hot and claustrophobic, and everyone was fucked up when they were supposed to be practicing. Izzy 


seemed better, he wasn't shooting up too much anymore, not that Axl could see. He was more present, and 


Axl felt a wave of relief over that. But there were still the other three. 


Duff was combating his hangover with more vodka, and Slash was high as fuck on something, or a combination 
of things, a goofy smile on his face, his words slurred. But the real trouble this day was Steven, who was so 


strung out and fucked up that he looked to Axl like he might need to be hospitalized. 


After he had fucked up the intro to the same song for the hundredth time Axl couldn't take it anymore. He 
slammed down the microphone, and the feedback whine it produced caused Duff to cover his ears, a pained 


look on his face. 
"What the fuck, Steven! Jesus! Can you do this or fucking not!" 


Steven lifted his head up and looked in Axl's general direction, but his eyes were unfocused and Axl doubted he 
saw him, or heard anything he had screamed at him except his name. His head dropped back to his chest and 
his eyes slipped shut, and he slumped to the floor in a useless heap. 


"Goddamnit, Steven," Axl said, going over to him, wanting to shake him and wake him up and then beat him to a 


pulp. Steven started foaming at the mouth and then convulsing, and Axl cradled his head so he wouldn't smash 


it into the concrete floor, and he felt the strong jerks of his muscles as they contracted. 


"Izzy, go call an ambulance," he said, and lzzy took off for a payphone on the corner, and Axl closed his eyes 
and tensed each time Steven's body jerked. 


This had happened before, hadn't it? He'd sat in the hard plastic chair next to Steven's hospital bed, he'd sat 
next to all of them in hospitals. He leaned his head on his hand, feeling tired from the hot, stuffy, motionless 
air of the hospital and the smells, that Lysol alcohol antiseptic smell. 


They had given Steven something to sober him up and to stop the seizures and now he was asleep, oxygen 
tubing in his nose, fluid from an IV bag running into his arm. He'd be okay, this time. Axl shifted his weight and 


wondered if the time would come when one of them, or all of them, wouldn't pull through the overdose. 


His one time shot of heroin didn't make him want to do it again, although he did feel that slight pull toward it. 
It was nice to feel that pleasure, that rush of euphoria, that feeling that his whole painful past and present 


was obliterated. He wouldn't allow it. He would not allow himself to get a fucking habit. His will was stronger. 


He rested his head against Erin's shoulder, and he could smell the scent of her apple shampoo. They were in a 
dark room watching T.V, and he had no idea what was even on. Their fingers were intertwined, and he liked that 
feeling of pressure from her hand, the feel of her shoulder beneath his head, the rhythm of her breathing. He 
loved her more now than he did before in that other life, if that was possible. 


"| love you," he whispered in her ear. 


Steven was a little pale but more sober than he had been in awhile, and he pounded away on the drums as the 
show went on, and Axl swung the microphone by the cord, catching it in one fluid motion, and then he started 
to sing. The audience was huge, and crazy, drinking, bouncing up and down, and there were more of them out 
on the street, unable to get into the packed to capacity club, and Axl could feel the beginnings of their 


adoration, and he remembered the way that had made him feel in his other life. It was the same this time. 


chapter 41 


Axl felt like he was holding his breath at rehearsals and the shows, looking around at the others. They seemed 
to be in a holding pattern regarding the drug use. Steven had quit the hard stuff for now and was just 
smoking pot and drinking. Izzy was maintaining, just a shot a day to ward off the sickness. Duff and Slash 


weren't drinking any more, but they weren't drinking any less. Every show was electric. 


The songs were mutated versions of the old "Appetite" songs, strange hybrids, the bridge from one song might 
be in the chorus of another. Lyrics veered off from the originals in surprising ways, surprising to Axl, at least. 
No one else had any knowledge of that mysterious other world, his own personal alternate dimension, or maybe 
it was just a sick delusion The songs of this dimension reminded him of the alternate version of "Don't Cry", 


they were variations on a theme. 


There were only two places Axl felt like he belonged, and one of them was on the stage. He thought it was odd 
that he could barely look anyone in the eye when he was talking to them but he could connect completely with 
an entire club full of people, all of them pulled in and going on the journey with him. They understood every 


scream, every rage filled shriek, every tortured whisper. The other place he belonged was with Erin. 
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Erin, in this life, was so different from the Erin in his other life. Or maybe it was their relationship that was 
different. Her eyes shone with love for him, she threw her arms around him when she saw him after they 
had been apart. She leaned her head on his shoulder, held his hand when they walked down the Sunset Strip. He 
felt safe with her. 


They played on the weekends now at every club on the strip, and the clubs made a ton of money on drinks 


from all the people they drew in, and they made money. And the real record companies were sniffing around 


now, the suits from Columbia, Virgin, Geffen. It would only be a matter of time. 


He'd walked Erin home after a night of hanging out at the clubs, and he headed back to the room he 
sometimes shared with Izzy. Things were okay for now, the drug use of the band was tolerable, the prospects 


looked good with Geffen and Virgin coming up with contracts to try and win them over. 


Izzy was watching the |3-inch T.V. set, the sound mostly turned down. He was drinking a long neck beer, corona 
with a wedge of lime shoved in it. 


"Hey," he said, glancing up at Axl. 
"Hey," 


Axl grabbed a beer and flipped the top open with the edge of his lighter and took a long swallow. 


"You know, | think Geffen might have the best deal," Izzy said. 

"Yeah, that's what you said before, too," 

"What?" Izzy said. 

"Nothing. Yeah, you're right. Geffen's the way to go," Axl said, leaning back, sipping his beer. 

"You know, you were right about a lot of shit," Izzy said, turning toward him and looking at him hard. 
"Does that surprise you?" Axl said, glancing away from him, looking at the colorful static on the tiny TN. 


"l'm serious. You said we should come to LA. and it sounded like some ridiculous dream to me. | still don't know 
why | came with you. | guess | was just getting bored with that factory, the monotony of it. And you were 
right about the heroin, | mean, | thought | could handle it, it would be no big deal. But you were fucking right, 
man. It got a hold of me. | should have listened to you," he said, and he looked so defeated. 


"Yeah, you should have listened. But sometimes you have to learn the lesson for yourself, | guess. But listen to 
me, | was right about a lot of other shit and I'm right about this, you can kick it. You have it in you to do it, 
you can give it up, man. Just, | don't know..l'll help you if | can, and | know it isn't easy, but | know you can do 


it. Sorry if | sound like some after school special but | know its true," 


Izzy didnt say anything but he looked less defeated, like there was a tiny crack of sun showing through the 


steel gray rainclouds. 


They were all there in the Geffen offices, all more or less sober. They still looked homeless in their ragged and 
dirty clothes. They looked like drug addicts because of the weight loss and the dark hollows under their eyes, 
and while they were waiting to go in the secretaries and other low level staff members looked at them as 
though they were homeless. This type of judgment, this pity and contempt in the quick glances of the dressed 
up secretaries didn't really bother Axl that much. He practically was homeless, they all were. Even as a kid he 
wore second hand ill-fitting clothes and his parents had a lot less money than the rich kids whose parents 
worked at the university, the rich kids who attended the same schools as he did. He was used to these types 
of looks. What he had found a little harder to deal with was the way people looked at him and treated him 


when he was unbelievably rich. 
They were sitting in a row of chairs outside a nest of cubicles, and then a phone rang at the desk nearest to 
where they were sitting, and a young girl with plum colored lipstick and metallic colored eye shadow answered 


the phone and spoke in hushed tones. 


"Yes, sir, I'll send them right in," she said, and then she looked over at them, and Axl knew this was it. They'd 


go in there and sign their contracts and fortune and fame was just over the horizon, glittering there like some 


secret diamond. 


chapter 48 


"You did it? You signed the contract?" Erin said. They were out at a bar having a drink to celebrate. He ducked 
his head and nodded. 


“That's awesome!" she said, tilting his head up so he would look at her. He saw love and pride shining in her pale 
blue eyes. They had never been like this before. They had fought so viciously, and it seemed to him now that 
it was probably mostly his fault. He saw how gentle and loving and caring she was. She was just like that 
naturally. She had probably been reacting to his mood swings and his temper and his violence, lashing out 


because she had to. 


"Thanks," he said, sipping his beer. It wasn’t the fact that they signed the contract and would make a record 
and would become..whatever they would become in this timeline. It wasn't that that had pleased him so much. 
He remembered being fed his pills at his parents’ house like a helpless child, being someone who hadn't done 
anything, never mind chase a dream half way across the country. In those first days when he was home from 
the hospital he wasn't sure if it was in him, this ability to take music and make strangers see what was inside 
of him. He thought it might have just been a part of his sick crazy delusions and he'd better get his butt to 
the factory next to Izzy and wear away his future like that. He was afraid he'd be working hard for nothing, 
not creating anything and not leaving anything behind. Who would care in a hundred years that he punched a 
timecard at a factory every day until he died? No one. 


Geffen paid for a decent rehearsal studio and a house for them to live in while they wrote and recorded the 
debut album, just like before. They were all at the rehearsal studio, a huge place with running water and a 
bathroom and a wall full of amps and shiny new equipment. Axl sat outside of this building, in the narrow strip 
of shade the building provided, smoking. He looked off to the side, worry in every muscle of his body. his 
shoulders were tensed up, his eyes narrowed, the hand not holding the cigarette clenched into a fist. 


"Fuck," he muttered under his breath, taking another deep drag of his cigarette. His throat hurt, his lungs 


hurt, he'd been smoking so much because that was what he did when he was nervous. 


This wasn't going to work. Shit wasn't working. He stood up, pacing in front of the building like a tiger in a cage, 
and he smoked his cigarette down to the filter and tossed it aside, and he coughed, a deep, hacking cough from 
deep in his chest, and then he went back inside. 


They were all fucked up to varying degrees. Izzy was the least fucked up, and Axl couldn't really tell if he'd 
shot up just enough to not get sick or if he'd been heroin free for a few weeks. The two states were pretty 
similar. Then there was Duff, slightly drunk, weaving when he walked, slurring his words, clutching his red solo 
cup full of pure vodka. Then there was Slash, more drunk than Duff was, and also on something else, maybe 
crack. He was pretty twitchy. His eyes darted all over the place but especially into the corners of the room. 
And then there was Steven 


Steven's little drug holiday was over and he seemed to be back on everything. He was incoherent. Axl shook his 
head looking at him. What the fuck? God, it was just like before. He couldn't function, never mind fucking lay 
down a drum track for anything. He was just like he was when they had tried to record fucking "Illusions" for 


Christ's sake. 


"Steven, cmon," Duff said, going over to the edge of the drum riser, trying to coax him into being able to play. 
It was the drunk leading the high. Axl fought the urge to slam his microphone down on the concrete floor and 
walk away from this shit forever. Why had he wanted to come back? When he was in that fucking hospital in 

Indiana it was all he wanted, he wanted to be back with the four of them and make music again. Had he 


conveniently forgotten what addicts they all were? 
"Yeah, Duff, | got it." he said, his eyes half shut, the drum sticks nearly slipping from his slack hands. 


A little guilt thought slipped between his neurons and Axl winced, closing his eyes, biting the insides of his 
cheeks. They weren't fucked up before he dragged Izzy to LA. and found the rest of them, were they? Slash 
was playing with a bunch of bands and doing some studio work, Duff was working at a burger joint and he 
wasn't drunk all the time, Izzy had been perfectly sober and working at that factory in Indiana..and Steven 
Steven had been almost clean cut, going to school, working an actual job. He'd taken them all away from those 


things, he'd brought them right back to the same environment that fostered their addictions in the first place. 


He sat down on the edge of the stage and looked at the concrete floor between his boots. He heard Duff trying 
to get Steven to function, and he heard Slash come over and try to help Duff, and he listened to the almost 
comforting cadence of Slash's speech, lazy surfer speech, making him think of white sandy beaches, cerulean 


blue sky and water, the edges of the waves breaking in pure white foam over the packed sand. 


chapter 49 


The three of them were at a bar. Axl looked at Slash and Duff sitting in the booth with him, and he saw how 
much they were drinking. It was shot after shot after beer chaser after shot, but of course they went into 
the bathroom to do a few lines of coke once in a while, just to keep the energy up. What have | done, he asked 
himself. What the fuck have | done? 


"Guys, | don't think Steven can do it," Duff said, and he was at some kind of equilibrium now, the coke and the 
alcohol balanced just right in his blood stream. Slash was a few shots of Jack Daniels ahead of him and a few 
lines of coke behind him, so he appeared to be more tired, his eyes were half shut, but he nodded. So did Axl. 
They all agreed. Steven couldn't do it. 


Axl looked away from the two of them, his eyes scanning the bar. The bar was packed, girls in micro skirts 
and hair a mile high jostled at the bar, guys weaved between the people carrying pitchers of beer high over 
their heads. The backbeat of something heavy metal pounded in the background. He thought of what would 
happen, the search for another drummer, and they would never find one who could replace Steven, that fucked 
up drug addict. None of the other drummers, no matter how technically proficient, could duplicate what Steven 
did and what he brought to their sound. It was over. It was over right now, if Steven couldn't get it together, 
it was just over. Axl sighed and leaned his head on his hand. 


"Axl!" Duff said, his eyes coke bright, and Axl realized he had missed a whole chunk of things he said. 
"Huh? What?" Axl said, sipping his beer. 


"I said | think we need to start looking for another drummer," Duff said, and Axl looked away again, feeling an 
emptiness inside of him, yawning and black. Would it all just repeat like this? 


"Dude, do you think we should get another drummer?" Slash said, flipping his hair out of his eyes. 


"Yeah," Axl said, his voice toneless, and he downed the rest of his beer. 


He was trying not to be a dick around Erin, because the way the band was beginning to unravel wasn't her 
fault, and the way he was always trying to figure out the puzzle of why he was here like this wasn't her 
fault. 


"What's wrong?" she said, and he wanted to flinch away from her hand as it came and caressed his cheek, but 
he didn't. He closed his eyes and submitted to her touch. His relationship with her was one thing that wasn't 
following the expected path, and when he thought about that it felt like something delicate and fragile that he 
had to protect. 


"Nothing," he said, his eyes still closed, and he swallowed hard. Nothing. Everything. Steven leaving was the tiny 


hole in the dam. He knew it would all give way, it was only a matter of time. 


"You're lying," she said softly, and he opened his eyes and saw how she gazed at him with love and the fear 
was rarely in her eyes anymore. When they had first met in this dimension she seemed very fearful of him, 
some kind of residual fear from another life, but it had all burned away. 


It's Steven, we have to replace him and l'm afraid it won't be the same," he said, maintaining eye contact with 
her for much longer that he usually could Her look softened in understanding and sympathy, and he'd never 


known this in another person, this ability of someone else to understand him. 


When they had fired Steven the first time, in the dimension only he remembered, they were a band on the top 
of the world and had endless minions to do their bidding. As he recalled it was a bunch of faceless lawyers 
who told Steven he had gotten the ax. This time around they were a signed band but had proved nothing, they 


hadn't even produced a single album or EP. They were on their own. 


The three of them, Izzy, Duff, and Slash, were all too wasted to deal with it. The firing fell to Axl, and he 
smoked one cigarette after the other in the morning, feeling the gray smoke fill his lungs. He breathed it out 
into the small kitchen. Fuck it. It had to be done. He crushed his cigarette in the glass ashtray on the kitchen 
table and he hitched up his jeans that were sliding down his bony hips, and he went to find Steven 


He was passed out in one of the bedrooms. Axl stood in the doorway and watched him breath, listening to the 
ragged snores. He shook his head. This sucked. This wasn't what he wanted. This had never been what he 


wanted. 


"Steven!" he said, his voice deep, the voice of a father waking a wayward son. Nothing. The ragged snores went 


on. He went over to him and shook him awake. 


"Jesus, leave me alone," he mumbled, and Axl shook him harder. He opened one eye and regarded Axl with 


irritation bordering on anger. 
"What the fuck, Axl? Leave me alone," 


"Wake up, we have to talk," Axl said, and he kicked the bed with the steel toe of his boot. 


Steven sat at the kitchen table, listlessly puffing on a cigarette. Axl was smoking, too, inhaling deeply and then 
letting the smoke out in one long exhalation. He noticed the dark circles under Steven's eyes, the sallow looking 


skin He tried not to think of the lawyer's office he had dragged him from, the clean-cut life he had dragged 


him away from. 


"Listen, Steven, this isn't working out," Axl said, and he saw his blue eyes look up at him, no understanding in 


them. Not yet. 
"What isn't working?" he said. 


"This..you can't function, you can't play the drums, you can't record, We have to move on We have to replace 


you," 
"What?" 

Axl licked his lips, not liking the whining tone that was in Steven's voice. 

"You heard me. You're fired," 

"What?" He stood up fast, pushing the chair back, using more energy than Axl thought he had at the moment. 


"You can't do it, you can't get anything done, you're always nodding off at rehearsals, never mind when we're in 


the studio trying to do anything!" 


Steven stared at him, looking angry, looking like he wanted to punch him. Axl braced himself for it, but he 
didn't. He just glared at him. 


"How can you..how can you do this? What are you, the fucking dictator around here?" 

‘It isn't just me, it's, its all of us.” 

"Even Slash?" he said, his lower lip trembling slightly. 

"Yeah," Axl said, his voice gruff, "even Slash," 

"No, you put them up to it, you've never liked me-" 

"What?" Axl said, his hands clenching into fists, his feet spread wide. How he wanted to hit him. 

‘Its obvious, Axl. You've never liked me, you never wanted me to be in this fucking band at all.” 

"What are you talking about? | dragged you out of that fucking Century City law office to be in this fucking 
band and now look! You're so fucking strung out that l'm surprised you aren't dead! | wish more than anything 
it wasn't like this, Steven! You don't, you can't understand! So you're fucking fired and that's it because that's 


what we have to do. So pack your shit and get out," 


Axl spun around and took off, feeling the tears start to blur his vision, and he ran until his side hurt and his 


ankles felt like they would twist and then he walked and then he stopped, out of breath and out of energy. He 


leaned forward, his hands on his knees, his hair falling in front of his face. 


chapter 50 


He picked his head up and looked around at the sunny California landscape. It was clear today, less smog than 
usual. He drew in his breath, looking off at the sky, and it looked the way the sky looked in movies when he 
was a kid, like a screen you could punch your fist through and there would just be a black hole and the white 
light of the projector. 


Steven was out. It had happened before and it happened again, so what was he going to do this time? He leaned 
against a rock wall and lit a cigarette and looked through his hair, seeing the red strands looking redder in the 
sun. What was he going to do? Give up and go back to Indiana? Move back in with his parents and maybe fake 
a breakdown so he could go into the hospital and just stay there, and have someone bring him his pills in a 
little cup and his meals on a little tray and he wouldn't have to think anymore. 


Fuck Steven. Fuck all of them. He'd just replace them piece-by-piece, like some old Ford that kept breaking down 
He'd need a new carburetor and a new steering wheel and a new break line and a new muffler, but he'd replace 


each thing and get the fucking thing running. 


He finished his cigarette and tossed it, and headed back to the house. 


None of the drummers were quite right. None of them could get that swing thing that Steven had, that weird 
push and pull he had. Some of the drummers were too heavy metal, and some were too robotic, and some 


were too technically perfect but lacked some kind of soul. 


"What do you want!" Duff said, shouting to be heard over the din of the club. 


"A beer!" Axl shouted back but he doubted Duff heard him. Luckily he appeared to read the word on his lips, 
and he nodded and stumbled off toward the bar. Axl slid onto a stool and waited for Duff to bring his drink 
back, and he thought about how much worse he seemed. Duff's face was bloated now, his cheeks puffy, his 
eyes smaller and set back into the soft dough of his face. His words were always softly slurred. He drank so 
much, vodka and bottles of wine, always there was not just a glass in his hand but a bottle, and Axl was afraid 
for him. 


He came back with their drinks, and he set Axl's beer down in front of him, and Axl noticed how cracked and 
dry his fingers were, so cracked that they were bleeding. He wanted to talk to him, ask him to stop drinking 
and offer him help, there were detox places around. They could leave this loud place and go somewhere and 


talk, but they drank their drinks in the cacophony of this club and didn't talk at all. 


"What is this?" Axl said, the irritation not hidden in the least. It was evident in his gruff tone of voice and the 
set to his eyes and his gritted teeth. 


Its, man, I'm telling you, I've been seeing these things, these giant alien bug things..see? It's right there!" 


Axl held a polaroid picture Slash had handed to him and it showed nothing more than the corner of the kitchen 
in the house Geffen had rented out for them. 


"Jesus, Slash..." he said, hissing the words through his teeth. The drugs and alcohol had done this to him. He 
was paranoid and hallucinating. Axl closed his eyes and thought back to the hospital he woke up in in Indiana 
when this craziness had started, when he was yanked from his real life and thrust into this one. There were 
patients there who looked around them with fearful eyes and pointed to things that weren't there. Slash was 
fucking crazy. 


What were they going to do? 


Where the fuck was Izzy? He hadn't seen him in days, maybe a week. He wasn't at what passed for their 
rehearsals, he wasn't in the studio when they tried to lay down drummer-less tracks, he wasn't at the bars 
and clubs they went to, he wasn't back at his old run down rented room, he wasn't on the street corners in a 
trench coat with a pocketful of smack tempting the catholic school kids when they were walking home. He was 


nowhere. 


Axl was too afraid to try the places he really thought he'd find him. The jails, and the hospitals, and the 


morgues. 


chapter SI 


The new drummer was okay, Axl thought, watching him from the corner of his eye while they rehearsed, 
again, without Izzy. He was just okay. Slash and Duff had an amazing ability to play despite being totally fucked 
up. Axl swung the microphone on its cord and caught it easily and started singing in a low growl that steadily 
climbed the octaves to the demon shriek, and when he was really on it almost sounded like two different voices 


were emerging at once. 


The song was done and the drumming sucked, if he was being honest, and Slash and Duff were sloppy. The only 
thing that was working here was his voice, which was at its pristine and untouchable "Appetite for 
Destruction" level. Axl took a deep swig of his bottle of water, feeling the cool water slide down his throat. He 
wasn't too humble to admit that he might be the only one in this band who was actually working out. 


The phone ringing next to his bed ripped him from dreams where he thrashed in the ocean under steel gray 
skies and despite all the life rafts being thrown at him, he couldn't get free of the water, and it filled his open, 
screaming mouth, and he could still taste the salt on his lips when he grabbed the phone and placed it 


somewhere near his ear and mouth. 
"Yeah? What?" he said, still half asleep. 


"Axl? Its Izzy," Izzy sounded calm but Axl knew he wasn't. He sat up, grabbing for his cigarettes. He thought 
he might need a cigarette for whatever Izzy might have to tell him. 


"Yeah?" he said, pushing his hair out of his eyes. He lit his cigarette and watched the smoke begin to float to 
the ceiling. 


"lm in jail, man," 


Axl licked his lips and smoked, not feeling surprised in the least. The only surprise left with Izzy was where he 


would end up, jail, a hospital, or the morgue. 


"So what do you want me to do?" he said, inhaling deeply on his cigarette, feeling the smoke fill his lungs. Then 
he coughed it all out. 


"Bail me out, get Geffen to bail me out, they have lawyers for this shit, | know they do..Axl, you gotta help 


me, 


"Yeah, okay," Axl said, watching the smoke begin to curl up by the ceiling, creating those gray, gauzy layers. He 


almost felt like he could drown in them. 


The cup that Duff held was completely filled with vodka. It was clear but kind of shimmered, and Axl could feel 
a hangover headache pulsing behind his eyes just looking at it, but Duff drank that stuff like water. His face 
was bloated to twice its size, his eyes blinking from inside the gentle bloat of his cheeks, and Axl saw that his 
fingers clutching the cup were dried and cracked and bleeding. 


"Duff, man, you need help, you're drinking too much...” Axl said They were at a burger joint like the one he 


used to work at when he was lean and hungry, and drinking a lot less. 


‘lm okay, don't worry about me," Duff said in his soft slur, and Axl shook his head, wishing he knew the way 
to get through to him. 


He stood outside Erin's apartment, wondering why he hadn't heard from her for a few days. Wouldn't it figure 
shit with Erin would head south just like the rest of his glorious LA. dream life, why not? It would figure. He 


scowled, convincing himself that it was starting to unravel. He knocked on the door. 


He heard movement from inside the apartment and then Erin opened the door, her face pale, her eyes looking 


drawn and tired. He saw the dark shadows under them, and it only intensified the crystal blue of her irises. 
"Axl, hi," she said, smiling a little with effort, "come in," 

He came inside and saw the heavy quilt on the couch, and a glass of flat ginger ale on the coffee table. 
"What's wrong?" he said. 

Oh, Axl, I'm sorry | haven't called you in a few days, but I've been so sick, | can't stop puking.." 


She looked sick, and she looked like she lost a few pounds. She limped over to the couch and laid her head on 
the armrest and patted the space next to her. 


"You can still come sit with me," she said, and he felt something loosening in his chest when he realized she 
was just sick and not falling out of love with him. It was just the flu, not an unraveling of the last thing he 


could cling to. 


He was amazed that Geffen agreed to foot the bill for Izzy's bail, but they did, and Axl arrived at the jail to 
bail him out. He went up to the desk that looked like a little cage, the cop in there rifling through paperwork. 
Jails pissed him off, and he wasn't sure if he got arrested in this dimension or the other one, but he 


remembered sitting in jail cells for bullshit charges, fuming until some girlfriend came to bail him out. 


So he paid the money and they delivered Izzy to him, looking sheepish and just starting to be sick. Axl looked at 


him and wondered how long he'd gone without heroin this time and how long it would take him to shoot up 
again. 


"Thanks, man," Izzy said, and Axl shrugged. It didn't really matter, not anymore. 
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He wanted a night away from the shit show, from the drugs and the drinking and Izzy's new legal problems and 
the mediocre drummer and the going nowhere recording of the debut album. Nothing was working, he could see 


it, he could feel it in his bones. He needed some time to get away. The only place to go was Erin's. 


Erin was still sick. She was trying to feel better, he could tell, but she was still nauseas. She smiled around her 


headache and wrinkled her nose when he smoked. 

"Is it bothering you?" he said, holding the cigarette away from her, letting the smoke go in the other direction 
"Yeah. I'm sorry. | just. can smell it more than usual. Its just because | was sick. Can you smoke outside?" she 
said, something crumpled and apologetic in her tone. He got up and went outside, and he wasn't angry. She was 
the only one left he wasn't enraged over, and if she was sick and the smoke bothered her he wouldn't smoke 
near her. 

"Is okay," he said, and kissed her forehead before he went outside. 


He went back the next day to the house where they were all staying, walking there slowly, feeling the morning 
California sun on his skin, trying to burn him. He flipped his red hair out of his eyes and kept walking, feeling 
the dread settle in the pit of his stomach until he almost vomited like Erin had been all night long. Maybe he 


caught something from her. 
"Axl..Axl.." 


He thought he was dreaming because it was late, or early, the light muted and strange outside his window. 
Everything was shadowy. 


"Axl, Jesus!" 
Someone was shaking him, softly at first and then rougher, and he pulled away. 
"What? What the fuck?" 


He sat up and his eyes adjusted to the light and he saw Slash standing near his bed, leaning over to shake him 
again, his hands roughly grabbing onto his shoulders. 


"Axl!" 


He shook him off of him and stood up, groping for the light switch. Slash's eyes were wide with fright and he 
cringed next to Axl's bed, seeming to shrink into himself when the light came on. 


"Goddamn it, Slash, what the fuck is it?" 
"Can't you see them?" 


"See what?" Axl said, squinting against the bright light overhead, having decided it was late and Slash was 
interrupting his sleep. 


"Them, the alien bugs. They're everywhere, in all the corners, in my skin.see?" He held out his arm for Axl to 


inspect and he saw only smooth tanned skin, like coffee with milk 


His eyes were wide and trying to look everywhere at once. Every so often he would scratch at his skin, and 


when he was able to focus on Axl long enough he seemed to be pleading with him to help him. 


"Oh, fuck, Slash," Axl said, and his voice was filled with sadness. This was sad. This was how it was before, 
wasn't it? Was there a before or had he created this reality from the crumbling illusions in his own head? 
Maybe he had never known Duff and Slash and Steven and had never lived in LA. and had never formed this 
band before. Maybe the only real things were his childhood filled with fear and abuse, filled with being trapped 
in small rooms and small spaces, being hit and hurt over and over. Maybe that had sent his already fragile 
psyche over the edge into schizophrenia or whatever he had, whatever the doctors wanted to label him. Why 
else would he think a bunch of moderately talented drug addicts could become the biggest rock band in the 


world? 


"Axl, help me," Slash said, the words hissed between his clenched teeth, and his eyes were all whites. He 
clutched Axl's soft T-shirt, pulling down the collar. 


"Okay, okay, I'll help you. | can help you. Just trust me, okay?" he said, trying to get Slash's attention from the 


corners of the room and whatever alien bug things had infested his brain. 


"Slash! Listen to me! | can help you, okay? Look at me, not at those things," Slash jerked his gaze back to Axl's 


face, the fear lessening by incremental degrees. 


He managed to disentangle himself from Slash's grip, and he threw on a pair of jeans and slipped barefoot into 
his sneakers. He had to get Slash to a hospital because he was having DI's or some bad trip or something, he 


didn't fucking know. 


"Come on, come with me, I'll help you," he said, getting him to move from the spot he seemed rooted to. He'd 
borrow the new drummer's old car and drive Slash to the closest ER and hopefully they could fix this, or this 


crisis, at least. 


He walked to the bus stop and smoked along the way, watching the smoke drift toward the sky that was so 
blue it hurt his eyes. The ER doctor had given Slash a shot of something and pamphlets for drug rehab places 
that dotted the California coast and sent him on his way. He wasn't better, Axl knew that. Duff's addictions 
seemed to be rotting his body from the inside out, and Slash's were rotting his mind. Izzy was lost, so lost in 


heroin there seemed to be no way to get him out. It was so much worse this time. And Steven was gone. 


It was easy to believe that he had dreamed all of this, had been laboring under delusions and he only thought 
he knew Duff and Slash and Steven once he met them, like he was remembering things backwards. Back in 
Indiana when he thought Amy and Izzy called him Axl when he was still Bill to the whole wide world, it was 


easy to believe he had hallucinated that. It was just a voice that mimicked their voices in his own head. 


But there were other things, like calling Kurt Cobain on the phone. How the fuck would he know Kurt Cobain? 
Had he just dreamt him up, too? And what about Erin and how she seemed to know him? And what about 
Beta? 


In his other life he was just beginning to see what a real mother's love could be, love and protection and a 
sense that he belonged, that he was wanted and needed and loved and didn't have to cringe from his own 
existence, like his mother had always made him feel. He felt like his mother never wanted him, she never 
wanted to get knocked up at lb and be stared at with her huge pregnant belly while she walked the halls of the 
small town backwards ass high school. But when he met Beta, she looked at him with this melting maternal love 
that he had never known but had somehow always craved, and he was just starting to see how things were 


supposed to be. 


He didn't think he could get Stephanie's number becouse she was a fancy Victoria's Secret model and he was a 
lowly struggling musician, but he thought he might be able to get Beta's number. It was listed right there in 
the white pages and he called it, his fingers trembling as he pressed the buttons, his breath coming quick and 
ragged, and then there was her voice with her soft twisted accent. 


"Hello?" she said, and he could see Brazil in her voice, the crumbling streets and the colorful buildings, the 


South American crowds that used to surge forward just to touch his hand. 


"Uh, hi, Beta? Its Axl," he said, thinking she might ask who he was and what the hell he wanted, but he never 
felt that. 


"Oh, Axl. Hi," she said, like she was talking to her long lost child. He closed his eyes and felt the tears slip down 
his cheeks. He didn't know if he would be able to talk, but he croaked out what he wanted, what he needed. 


‘lm sorry to just.just call you like this..but..can | see you? | need to see you," He squeezed his eyes shut. She 
was going to think he was a crazy person and hang up the phone, and then call the police. 


"Of course. Of course you can. Anytime," 
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The address Beta gave him brought him deep into Malibu, and he felt dizzy looking at the tops of mansions 
behind huge gates. He was going to Stephanie's house, and he just hoped she wouldn't be there, although of 
course she would ignore him if she was there. In his other life he was a rockstar on the top of his game when 


he met her. Now what was he? 


He felt out of place standing on the sanded flagstones of her front walk, and it had been so long since he'd 
been around opulent houses like this that he had forgotten. He forgot the way the manicured lawns looked with 
their smooth white stones and bursts of colors from the flowers that lined walkways. He forgot about the 
limos and the sports cars that gleamed in curving black driveways. He forgot about how the glass was set 


deep in the stone of the house, reflecting the blue sky back to him. 


He rang the bell and waited, and he thought about his own mother for a minute, her frizzed hair and tired, 
worn out eyes. He thought of all she let happen to him. 


The door swung open and Beta was there, her black hair smooth and pulled back into a neat ponytail at the 
base of her skull. She wore a sleeveless top and white pants that flowed around her legs. 


"Axl," she said, stepping aside to let him in. 


"Stephanie isn't here," she said before he could ask, and she led him to a kitchen nook with a polished oak table. 
He sat down and watched her bring over two cups of steaming coffee, and warm braided bread in a basket. He 


could smell it, and it awakened his taste buds. 

She sat down across from him and smiled, her eyes crinkling with it. 

"Axl, how have you been?" she said, sipping her coffee. 

Of all the people in the world, Beta was the one he could open up to and not feel afraid. She'd always loved and 
accepted him almost from the first time he met her..but was it the same now? It seemed the same, but how 


did she know? 


"lm not so good. mean, things are kind of confusing..that's why | had to see you, because, because when | saw 


you by Rodeo Drive it was like we knew each other..but, but... 


She tilted her head, waiting for him to finish. He shook his head. There were no more words for it, he still 
thought somewhere in his rational mind that she would think he was crazy, like Izzy did, like his parents did, 
like all the doctors in Indiana did. 


"I know. Things can be confusing, but | know you. | felt it, too, the moment | saw you coming toward us | knew. 


You're someone I've known a long time,” 


Her words were soothing, comforting, like her words always were. He closed his eyes and imagined if she had 
been his mother from the very first, how she would have protected him from getting beaten and getting 
raped, how she wouldn't have let it happen. 


"I know, but Beta, we never met in this life..l mean.how did you know?" 


She closed her eyes for a second and took a sip of her strong coffee, then she looked at him and tucked a 


strand of his red hair behind his ear. 


"Axl, | believe in other lives. | believe we've lived before and met people from this time in those other times. | 


think you believe this, too," she said. 
"Yeah," he said, the word a little hollow. He looked out the window and saw the gleam off the pearl white limo. 


"Yeah, but | can remember a different life, and it wasn't before, it wasn't like a hundred years ago, it was now 
but different from now..and we knew each other and you were just like you are now, things were the same 
with you..but | was in this hospital for..a psychiatric hospital, and that life | thought | lived turned out to be.. 
they told me it was a delusion and it had never happened but you..| remember you from it, and the band I'm in 
now..and my girlfriend, and..sometimes | feel like | am crazy, you know? That the doctors are right and it was 
all, all, just made up in my head and when | think | remember things from that other life its just my.just my 


mind kind of tricking me..| don't know," 


He looked at her and her expression hadn't changed, she wasn't looking at him like he was a psycho who was 
delusional. She still looked at him like a protective mother would look at her son 


"Doctors can't explain it all, but they like to be right. They like to think they're God. | don't know what you 
remember or what you are sensing, but it may be a parallel life, it may be something you have access to 
because you are open to it..but | know you are like a son to me in this life, just as you have been in all the 


others," 
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It was morning and he was trying to be calm, despite the way everything was falling apart. He sipped coffee 
and smoked a cigarette while leaning on the cement wall in front of the Geffen house. Seeing Beta had made 
him feel better, like it always had before. He closed his eyes and remembered how she looked when she 
answered the door to Stephanie's mansion, her black hair pulled back into a neat ponytail. Maybe Beta was right 
and there were other lives and other worlds and why was he so arrogant that he thought he could know all 


the answers? 


He finished his coffee and tossed his cigarette, watching the red tip as it arched in the air and landed in the 
street, to smolder the rest of the way down, straight to the filter. 


Erin looked a little pale and thinner, but she smiled and looked like she was trying to be brave. They were at a 


small Italian restaurant with checkered tablecloths and low burning candles. 
"Are you still feeling sick?" Axl said, and he almost looked angry. 
"Yeah, a little, l'm just always nauseas," she said, but she smiled and took his hand across the table. 


"Maybe you should go to the doctor," he said, and the thought flashed in his head for the first time. What if 
she's pregnant? He felt the world wobble a little at the thought, and he couldn't help but remember the other 
time line he thought he had lived, when she lost the baby and never had another one, not one that was his, 


anyway. 


"Yeah, maybe," she said, and he saw the dark circles under her eyes and her dry, chapped lips, and he saw her 
push the food away when it came. She nibbled bread and sipped water, but she ran to the bathroom and 
threw up anyway. 


Rehearsal was going somewhat okay, Slash and Duff managed to hit most of the notes despite their parallel 
drinking/drug problems, and the new drummer was doing his best despite his inability to replicate Steven's 
swing rhythm. Axl held the microphone close to his chest between verses and screeched out the lyrics, his 
eyes squeezed shut. He was losing his grip on this band just like he did before. 


They took a break and Slash and Duff went off to do whatever drugs they were going to do, and Axl didn't 
even try to stop them, he just gazed after them. He guzzled water from a squirt bottle, the kind that long 
distance runners used as they rounded the bend for the last lap. He felt the coolness hit his throat and he 


almost moaned from how good it felt. 


"Axl," In the doorway he saw Izzy standing there, quiet as a plains Indian. He took another long swallow of water 
and walked over to him. 


"Hey, man," he said, searching his pockets for his cigarettes. 
"Hey, Axl, I'm taking off," he said, lighting a cigarette of his own 
"What do you mean?" Axl said, although he thought he knew what he meant. 


"| can't deal with this court shit, | can't deal with this withdrawal shit. | gotta take off. I'm sorry | screwed up 
your dream and the band and everything, but | can't take it," 


Axl nodded and closed his eyes. He didn't even hear lzzy walk away. 


They had a gig at a club and Axl was just going to immerse himself in it, let all of these conflicting, swirling 
emotions out in his voice. Music was all he had, and it was all he ever had. So fuck Izzy. Fuck Steven. He'd tried 


twice to get them to stay and failed each time. Maybe it was just supposed to be that way, he didn’t know. 


The new drummer looked soft and scared, and most of the time Axl couldn't even remember his name. Duff 
looked bloated, like a baby whale that had come on shore. Slash was completely hidden by his hair, but he 
stood in a funny way and nearly fell, jerking and catching himself like someone who is dreaming that they are 


falling. 


The show was amazing despite the missed beats by the new drummer, despite the missed notes by Slash and 
Duff. But Slash was a virtuoso and didn't need to be sober to give an outstanding performance. Duff hooked his 
rhythm into the drummer's and made up for the drummer's shortcomings, and Axl was in a world of his own, 
the notes reaching such a crescendo that the speakers shook with it, and every emotion was clear in every 
movement of his muscles and each vibration of his vocal cords. Most of the audience knew that they were 


witnessing a band on the edge of greatness. 


They were staying in a hotel for this gig, and Axl was showered and almost asleep on his hotel bed when a 
frantic knock jerked him from his half doze. He sighed and stood up, feeling his damp hair against his back. He 
padded over to the door and opened it. 


"Yeah?" It was some hotel worker, and Axl couldn't quite figure out his position. Bell Hop? Front desk clerk? He 
ran a hand across the red beard stubble on his face and waited for whatever piece of bad news this person 


had been dispatched to deliver. 


"Uh, Mr. Rose, your, that guitarist in your band? Slash? He's passed out in the middle of the hallway upstairs, 


he's blue, he's-" 
"Did anyone call an ambulance?" Axl said, feeling the jolt of adrenaline that woke him up. 
"l-I don't know-l'm not-not sure-" 


Call one, now. What floor is he on?" Axl said, his tone business like and demanding, but not angry. It wasn't this 


poor Bell Hop's fault that Slash was a fuck-up. 
"He's, uh, on the fifth floor, but-" 


"Call an ambulance, now. Tell them to go to the fifth floor," Axl said as he pushed by the guy to get to the 
elevator which would bring him to the fifth floor. Fucking Slash. 
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It was just one flight up, and thank God. He didn't think he could wait for an elevator. He slammed into the door 
that led to the stairs and he flew up them, hearing the hollow echo of his feet on the metal staircase. 


Down the hall by the elevator doors Axl saw a little crowd of people, hotel workers and roadies and people who 
came out of their rooms just to see what the commotion was. He headed straight toward them and pushed his 
way through, and Slash lay still on the floor, his lips and fingernails blue, and he didn’t look like he was 
breathing. 


Axl went over to him and dropped to his knees next to him. He took his cold hand and held it, and he saw that 
he was breathing, very slow and shallowly. He squeezed Slash's hand and let his head fall to his chest, his hair 
covering his face, his eyes shut. There was nothing he could do here. Either the ambulance people would come 
and save him or they wouldn't. 


He felt a deep sadness, beyond anything he'd felt yet. They'd all just leave one after the other and there was 
no way to stop it. He didn't cry. He was beyond tears. There was just a cold acceptance. He didn't make them 
have these drug problems before and he didn't do it now. It just was. They were drug addicts, the lot of them. 
They were his friends and he loved them and they were insanely talented and for a while the five of them 
were on fire, in this life and all the others, but this was how it would end, this way or a version of this. There 
were overdoses and arrests and hospitals and sooner or later there would be death. Axl took a deep, shuddery 
breath, his eyes still closed, and then he felt the vibrations of heavy, purposeful footsteps, and the 


businesslike, authoritative voice. 
"Clear away. Give us room. Give us room," 


He looked up, his red hair falling away from his pale face, and he saw the EMT's in their blue uniforms with all 
the pockets that held little scissors and stethoscopes and tape and IV lines and whatever else. They were here. 


Maybe it wasn't too late. 


"Hey, man," Slash said from his hospital bed as Axl hung in the doorway. The hospital was huge, eight floors at 
least and signs for everything. The community hospital in Lafayette was just two floors and nothing was 
labeled 


"Hey," Axl said, his voice quiet. He was overwhelmed. The smell here, the Lysol and alcohol and the faint whiff 
of blood, it was seeping into everything. There was also a smell of plastic and latex and hospital food, steamed 


vegetables drying out on every plate. 


Slash was hooked up to a lot of things, Axl saw wires snaking out from under his hospital gown and going up to 


a machine, which made a tracing readout of the actions of his heart. A cuff around his bicep tightened every 


I5 minutes or so and the machine spit out the numbers of his blood pressure, and another number flashed 
continuously, and none of the numbers or the graphs meant anything to Axl. They were hieroglyphics talking 
about death. 


"How are you?" Axl said, venturing a step or two into the room. Slash looked pale beneath his coffee tan skin, 


and there were dark circles under his eyes, and he looked tired. 


‘lm okay, | guess. But | killed my heart with all the coke, man, and the drinking, and the heroin, and all the rest 
of it. Who knows what those pills were?" He smiled, his large, goofy grin, similar to Steven's, wide, sunny LA. 


smiles. 


"Yeah," Axl said, and he scanned the ceiling of the room. It was an old drop ceiling with tiny holes in it. Axl 


wondered if it was some sort of design or if the ceiling was rotting away. 


"They're gonna try and give me a pacemaker..if | make it," Slash's speech was still the stretched out surfer 
drawl, and he sounded like he was talking about trying a new bar or an upcoming gig, not his possible death. Axl 
jerked his gaze back to him, the wires under the gown making him feel like it was all so dire. Each one was a 


different color, coded in some way he would never understand 

"If you make it?" Axl said, inching his way back to the doorway. 

"Yeah, dude. They said | might only live for six more days," 

Axl made his way back to the doorway and gripped the edge of it so he wouldn't fall. His legs felt weak, his 
knees were rubber. That seemed an oddly specific amount of time for the doctors to have given him, and what 


he thought it meant was no time at all. Slash could kick it at any time. 


"Holy shit," Axl said. 


"Axl, can you come over?" Erin was on the phone, her voice light and just on the edge of panic. Axl had been 
sleeping at the Geffen house, sleeping long hours, daylight and nighttime trading places as he tossed fitfully 
under the cheap blankets, thin cotton that couldn't quite warm him. He was waiting for the hospital to call him 
and tell him Slash was dead. 


"Yeah, okay," he said, sitting up, rubbing the side of his cheek and feeling the sandpaper scratch of his beard. 
He hung up the phone, stood up, and stumbled toward the shower. It was time to wake up anyway. 


Erin opened the door of her condo and let him in He had showered and shaved close, his cheeks and chin as 


smooth as a boy's. His hair had just dried and was shiny and deep red in the sun His T-shirt, obscene as it 


was with a half naked chic stuffed into a garbage can, was clean 
"Hi. Come in," she said, and she led him to the couch. He sat down, waiting. 


"l'm pregnant," she said. 
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She waited for his reaction and he looked at her, not sure how to react. It was partly because of the time 
before, when she got pregnant and then miscarried. Maybe that would happen again. Maybe it was destined to 
happen, like all the drug use in the band. Maybe it just was what was. 


"Well, what do you think?" she said, her blue eyes scanning the room, lighting here and there. 


"| think its great," he said. 


"l'm still alive, fucker," Slash said amid the debris of his hospital bed Axl crept into the room, and both him 


and Slash knew it was day six. 


"Yeah, if you want to call it that," Axl said, and he smiled one of his rare smiles, touching his back teeth with 
his tongue. Slash threw a wadded up napkin from breakfast at him, and it bounced harmlessly to the floor. 


"So they're scheduling me for a pacemaker in the next couple of days," he said, and Axl saw the vague worry 
in his eyes. He thought of the old men from Lafayette with pacemakers. They walked around with their canes 
and their bald heads and their pants pulled halfway up their chests and their hearts beat right because of the 
little machine, but Slash wasn't old He'd just fucked himself up. 


"That's good," Axl said, his voice fading out, his eyes searching for the corners of the room. 


He didn't know why he was even bothering with rehearsal. The band had frayed apart like a pair of cut off 
jeans. His thoughts went back and forth from Slash and his surgery to Erin and the zygote floating around the 
darkness of her womb. Around the edges of these main thoughts was Izzy, and he half missed Izzy and he was 
half enraged at Izzy for making the same mistakes again after he'd warned him. He'd warned him. Stay away 


from heroin. What was so difficult about that? 


It was just him, the drummer, and Duff in the old airport hanger halfway out past Baker in the desert, the 
heat shimmering in the distance. Axl shaded his eyes and thought he could see the edges of the false water on 
the horizon. It was just a mirage. There was no relief from the scorching desert sun. It bleached each grain of 


sand. 
"Axl," He looked up at his name, and Duff towered over him, slurring his name. 


"What?" he said, looking at the soft sinister bloat of Duff's face, and his fingers. His lips were dry and cracking 


and so was the skin on his hands. 


'I've..'ve gotta go up to Seattle for a few..days," he said, and Axl could smell the reek of alcohol coming off of 
his pores. 


"Yeah, not much is going on here, anyway," Axl said, and he watched Duff stagger and stumble away from him, 


and he wondered if he'd ever see him alive again 


"| better take off, too, man," the drummer said, the kid whose name no one could ever remember. Axl nodded, 
still gripping the microphone loosely in his left hand The drummer followed Duff out into the sun, and Axl 


stared around the vast airport hanger alone. 


The call, almost predictably, came from Seattle a few days later. It was from some friend of Duff's he'd never 


met, but Duff had directed him to call. 
"Hey, is this Axl?" Duff's friend said, sounding less drugged out than the people Axl was used to dealing with. 


"Yeah," Axl said, and just waited for it. It had been wave after wave of bad news for so long that he was 


immersed in it, and another splash couldn't faze him that much. 


"Duff asked me to call you. He's pretty sick, man. He's an alcoholic and his organs are nearing complete 
shutdown, He's hooked up to a million machines out here and the doctors, I'm not sure if they think he'll make 
it or not. Anyway, if you want to see him you better get here pretty soon. Sorry to lay this heavy trip on 


you iy 


"Yeah, I'll be there soon," Axl said, and slammed down the receiver in the hot little kitchen of the Geffen house. 
He took a deep breath for a second and let it out slow, then he picked up the phone again and called LAX to 
book a flight to Seattle. 
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He didn't know what he'd find in Seattle. Maybe he'd get there too late. He fiddled with the little tray table in 
front of him and stared out the tiny window into the blackness. As the plane curved up and away from the 
California coastline he thought of a line in one of the songs, from this life or some other. "I don't worry about 


nothing because worry is a waste of my time." Had he ever believed that was true? 


Duff's family was big and overwhelmingly supportive. Axl felt almost suffocated when he walked into the 
waiting room and found them all there, pacing, flipping through magazines, sipping luke warm coffees. A friend 
or two recognized him and then the friends and the family members were surrounding him, preparing him for 
what he would see, asking how his flight was and how he was doing and if he wanted coffee or a soda, and Axl 
shook his head, trying to back up from all the hands that reached out to tug on him and the strangers that 
tried to hug him. He let his hair fall in front of his eyes and stared into the corners at the sharp edges of end 
tables and the dusty tangle of electrical cords. He just wanted to see Duff. 


Another hospital room, but this one didn't have the bustle of the one in LA. where Slash smirked from under 
his curls and doubted his death sentence. Duff was still, and despite the slight rise and fall of his chest he 
looked dead. He was hooked up to more things than Slash was, more machines that seemed to be doing things 
instead of just monitoring the blips and beeps of a dying heart. 


"Hey, man," Axl said, stepping closer to the bed, forcing the words from his mouth. He'd heard that hearing 
went last, or in coma like states the person could still hear you, and he imagined his words reaching Duff 


through some white mist or fog in a place that wasn't quite a dream. 


"So | guess the band is pretty much over. Izzy took off, Slash is real sick, too. He's getting a pacemaker, can 
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you believe that? Like an old man. When those teachers in Indiana kept going on about how drugs were bad for 
you, you know, | didn't believe them because they were old and didn't understand things. But maybe they did, 


maybe | was wrong. Look where drugs got us," 


Duff remained still, but he looked less bloated. He looked slightly deflated and his skin had a yellowish tint, and 


Axl had been around enough junkies to know that particular shade of yellow. Jaundice. 


"Maybe | was just crazy, and none of it was real, despite what Beta said. She could just be some crazy old 
woman, There's no fucking way to know, you can't get out of your own head and examine reality. Its not like 
what you think when you're a kid, that something is a certain way. Maybe there is no certain way, | don't 
fucking know. | just know | tried to recreate the band and maybe it was working for a little while but it 
imploded again," 


Axl looked at all the tubes and the machines that snaked in and around Duff, and he hoped that these 


machines could save him. 


"Just..don't die, Duff. Get better. I'm sorry | dragged you into the middle of all of this again, and maybe it 
wasn't my fault all this happened..but maybe a part of it is, and if it is, 'm sorry. | just wanted us, the five of 
us, to be what | fucking always believed we could be," 


He shook his head and left, hearing the nearly soothing beeping of one of the machines as it monitored 
something vital. 


He'd asked Erin if he could go to the doctor's appointment with her, and she seemed surprised, and then 
pleased. This was the ultrasound appointment, and Axl tried to steal himself for the outcome he knew was 


more than possible. 


The ultrasound technician was cheerful and businesslike and Axl wanted her to get through the small talk and 
run that little sonar device over Erin's stomach and see if everything was okay. 


"Ready?" she said to Erin, and Erin smiled and nodded. Axl looked somber but smiled when Erin looked at him. 


The technician flipped a switch that turned on the T.V. monitor and Axl closed his eyes. 
He heard a whoosh whoosh sound, something fast, like a little train climbing up the tracks of a hill 


"That's the baby's heartbeat," she said, and Axl opened his eyes and gazed at the screen, and it was murky 


and dark and something outlined in white moved on the screen 


He let out his breath, feeling relief slowly fill him. The baby was okay. Maybe she wouldn't miscarry this time. 
Maybe things would be different. 


chapter 58 


Author's Notes: 

So this is the last chapter, | should probably change the thing to complete. Thank you so much everybody for 
reading this and all the reviews, they really picked me up on some dark days. Oh, and the term "Vo" is 
Portuguese for grandmother, | think. | looked it up so thats what 


it is supposed to mean, but | don't speak Portuguese so | don't know for sure. 


He had a few of the fliers in his hands, but he had put most of them up near the bars and clubs that lined 
the Sunset Strip. He did that after work, and he tried not to mind the mindless manager job at Tower Records, 
but hey, diapers weren't cheap. 


"Axl, is that you!" Erin said as he came in the door, and he heard the shower running. 

"Yeah!" he called back, and went over to the playpen. The baby was just able to sit up on her own now and she 
swayed a little and goggled up at him, her eyes round and bluer than his were, they were as blue as Erin's. 
Her hair was a peach fuzz of reddish blond 

"Come here," he said, scooping her up and into his arms. She squealed with delight, grabbing onto him. 
"Elizabeth," he said softly, closing his eyes. 

"Hey, is anyone here yet?" Erin said, drying her hair as she came into the living room. 

"No, not yet," Axl said, balancing the baby on his hip as he went into the kitchen to get a bottle. 

"l'Il take her," Erin said, reaching for the baby. Axl handed her over and set the bottle on the counter while he 
got a pot to heat it up. He glanced at Erin, her hair still dripping down her back, and she looked good in the 


loose button up shirt she wore over jeans. 


"| made taco salad, it's in the fridge," she said, and he nodded, listening to the ringing sound the water made as 


it filled the pot. 


Elizabeth was nearly done her bottle when the doorbell rang, and Axl went to get it. The baby was nestled in 


Erin's arms, bored with the bottle now and nearly asleep. 


"Axl!" It was Beta, and she had more gifts for the baby in pale blue and pink gift bags. She set the bags down 


and hugged Axl, and besides Erin, she was the only one whose touch didn't make him want to crawl away. 


"Where is she?" she said, looking at Axl an arm's length away, her eyes crinkling into a smile. 
"She's on the couch with Erin," 

Beta went over to them and scooped the baby out of Erin's arms, pressing her face against hers. 
"Hello, precious. You're happy to see your grandma, huh? Your Vo? Yes, you are," 


Beta settled down on the couch with Elizabeth. Erin went through the gift bags, lifting the hand made blankets 
and litte knit hats. 


The doorbell rang again and Axl got up to get it, and Duff stood there, looking healthier than Axl had ever seen 
him. His hair was shorter but not short, bleached blond and nearly reaching his shoulders, and his muscles 


were taut from riding a bike around the valley for hours every day. 
"Hey, man," Duff said, stepping inside. 


"Hey," Axl said, immensely relieved that Duff didn't die. In that hospital in Seattle he looked like he was going to 
die. 


"How's the baby?" he said, and Axl smiled. 
"She's good, man, she's so good..it's just amazing," 


"Yeah. Things are different now, huh?" Duff said, and Axl nodded. Things were different, less frantic, less drug 
induced, less desperate. Duff was the one who seemed to understand the sea change that had happened the 
most of all. Slash had also survived and had a neat little pacemaker to show for it, but he snuck cigarettes and 
shots of Jack and almost dying didn't seem to affect him at all, not like Duff. Izzy drifted in from time to time 
still maintaining on a shot of heroin a day, and Steven was still lost in the bowels of Hollywood, snorting and 
shooting any drug that came his way, but Axl didn't care in the same way anymore. He cared about them all 
but they would do what they were going to do, and if they gave up drugs and came back to the band that 
would be great, and if not he'd make a new band. He'd still sing, he'd still scream out all the pain and make it 
art when he could, and it would just be noise when he couldn't, and he hoped someone out there could get 


something from it. 


"Yeah, they are," Axl said, and led Duff over to Beta and the baby, and he let her grab his index finger and 
curl her tiny fingers around it, and Erin went to the kitchen and got everyone lemonade and scoops of taco 


salad, and Beta carried Elizabeth off to her room and gently covered her with the blanket she crocheted. 


Slash had arrived, smelling like smoke but not alcohol, and Izzy showed up looking perfectly sober. Erin kissed 


Axl on the cheek because she knew he'd be up for hours practicing with them, and he leaned his head against 


hers for a moment. 
"I love you," he said. 
"| love you, too," 


They played all their acoustic songs, and a lot of the other songs acoustic, so they wouldn't wake the baby. 
They had a few shows booked, and maybe Geffen would give them another shot, or some other label would 
give them a shot. Axl didn't feel the same pressure over it, and maybe it was because of Elizabeth or the 
fact that Duff and Slash weren't dead or maybe he just made some strange peace with the world. He didn't 


know. 


The songs went on through the night, and Axl closed his eyes and got into the rhythm of them, and started to 


sing in his low and raspy voice. 


